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CEO'S DOG TRAINER OBSESSION 


Colton Crew is one of the richest men in America and is the 
hottest alive as far as I’m concerned. Six foot six, an ex- 
Navy SEAL and now a successful CEO, he’s a rugged alpha 
who I’d never dream would look twice at me. 


But when I interview to train his dog, Scrappy, I feel a 
tingling of desire that I’ve never felt before. I try to tell 
myself I’m being crazy. I’m a twenty year old virgin and he’s 
a forty-two year old silver-haired alpha. 


Nothing to see here. 


But then he claims me in the most savage way imaginable. 
He tells me I’m his—forever. Lust sizzles between us, 
irrepressible and irresistible. 


But what if I’m not good enough? 


My parents died when I was nine in a house fire. I’ve lived 
on the streets since I was a teenager. I’ve been alone most 
of my life. I’ve never even dated, let alone been dominated 
and claimed like this before. 


And to make matters worse, there’s a psychopath out there 
who’s been gunning for me for years. My past very well 
might be catching up with me... at the worst time possible. 


I don’t know if I’m going to be able to train sweet Scrappy 
and beat down my self-consciousness and learn how to be 
with the hottest, most savage man alive without going 
completely crazy. 


But I know one thing. 


When Colton looks at me, I feel part of me starting to let go, 
like maybe I don’t have to be the curvaceous ignored girl 
anymore. Maybe I do deserve love. 


Maybe this will all work out in the end. 
*CEO's Dog Trainer Obsession is an insta-everything 


standalone instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, and 
no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


( olton 


“Well, how’s the search going?” Mom asks, beaming a smile 
at me from my computer screen. 


She and Dad are still in Malta, the final leg of their journey 
before returning to the States. Her hair is pinned up and 
her face is a deep brown from the sun. She might be sixty- 
five years old, but she looks younger, full of life. She grins 
playfully as she leans forward. 


“T mean the search for a trainer of course, and not a wife.” 


I groan and roll my eyes, glancing over at Scrappy in the 
corner of my office. One of the upsides to owning so much 
real estate is that this high-rise office is big enough for 
Scrappy to entertain himself in, and currently he’s gnawing 
determinedly on a bone. The tan-colored Basset Hound will 
soon grow bored, however, and then he might get 
mischievous and wreak some hell. 


Hence the need for a trainer, a task I offered to handle 
since I’m taking care of him anyway with Mom and Dad 
abroad. 


“T’m not looking for a wife,” I tell her with a smirk. 
“So you’re just going to die a lonely old man, is that it?” 
I chuckle. “If forty-two is old, what does that make you?” 


I hold my hands up before she can launch into a tirade. “I’m 
joking, of course, Mother. You are the picture of youth.” 


“You better be,” she grins. “Because I might be ancient - as 
you seem to insist on calling me - but I still know how to 
handle myself.” 


“T don’t doubt it,” I say. 


I’m familiar with Mom’s desire for me to find a wife, mostly 
because she brings it up every chance she gets. She 
understood it when I was in the SEALs, spending so much 
time on operations, but when I left and established myself 
in the private security sector - and then retail and gyms - 
her confusion and impatience reached an all-time high. 


“You’ve got it all,” she often rants. “The money, a successful 
career, your health, you’re a handsome man, and yet you 
seem determined to leave me without grandchildren, or at 
least a nice daughter-in-law to dote on. Why are you so 
intent on torturing me, Colton?” 


Ending the call and saying goodbye, I stand up and wander 
to the window, overlooking the city, the behemoth shadow 
of clouds drifting across the gray buildings. Scrappy tilts his 
head briefly, tracking my movements. 


“What am I supposed to tell her, boy?” I say, as he strolls 
over and begins pawing at my leg. 


I can see the madness hyping up in him, the desire to play, 
to do something, now, now, and never mind these pesky 
humans, and never mind the fact I took him on an hour-long 
run this morning. 


I reach down to stroke his head, which of course he takes as 
an ideal time to gnaw on my knuckles. 


I laugh, shaking my head ruefully. 


“You really are a wild one, Scrappy,” I say, kneeling down 
and wrestling with him a little. 


He’s small for a Basset Hound, but he more than makes up 
for that with his determination and his sinewy strength. I 
hug him close to me, his chocolatey hairs dappling my suit 
jacket. 


“She doesn’t understand that I won’t just marry for the 
sake of it,” I mutter, as Scrappy leaps back and prepares 
himself for another attack. “She wants me to find a woman 
and get married and have babies with her, and the sooner 
the better, and let’s not worry about the fact that there’s 
something dead in me, eh? Something died in the war, 
Scrappy, and the idea of letting a woman in scares the shit 
out of me. That’s the truth.” 


I laugh grimly, walking back to my desk and sitting down, 
taking the antique letter opener and idly twirling it around 
my fingers, the same way I’d make my knives dance in the 
SEALs. 


I remember the orange sky, the scent of gun smoke and the 
desert, and the crack of bullets all around me. 


Be cold. Don’t let yourself feel a damn thing. 


That was my way of handling things, and it worked pretty 
damn well, as my successful business empire would 
suggest. 


“You’re easier to talk to than most people,” I tell Scrappy, as 
he drags a white cushion from one of the cream leather 


couches and drops it at my feet, looking up at me proudly, 
tail wagging. 


“This is exactly why Mom wants me to get you a trainer, you 
know,” I tell him. 


I pick up the cushion and can’t help but throw it for him to 
fetch, which is probably the last thing I should be doing. But 
there’s something infectious about his enthusiasm, the way 
his tail never stops wagging, the way he’s up for anything, 
always. 


I think Scrappy would’ve made a damn fine SEAL. 


I glance up at the knock at my door, quiet from over here at 
my desk. My secretary would normally use the intercom 
system but it freaks Scrappy out, sending him into a frantic 
search for the source of the buzzing sound, a frenzy of 
sniffing, and digging. The last time she used it, he ended up 
in the plant pots - now gone - throwing fountains of dirt 
across the room. 


“Yes?” I call. 


Janine pokes her head around the door. Fifty-five years old 
and happily married with four children, she makes the 
perfect secretary, the sort of dedicated employee who’s not 
going to try and sleep with me for my money or position ... 
which has happened before, and which is one of the reasons 
I appreciate Janine so much. 


She gives Scrappy a tight smile - her only downside is she’s 
not a dog person - and then turns her tight bun of gray hair 
to me. “The trainers are here for their interviews, sir,” she 
says. 


“Thank you,” I say. “You can send the first candidate in. 
Scrappy, come here. It’s time we found somebody to tame 
you.” 


Scrappy tilts his head at me for a moment, and then turns 
and pads to the corner of the room, where the plant pots 
used to be before he ravished them. He cocks his leg and 
pisses right on the wall. 


“I guess there are downsides to everything,” I sigh, 
smirking despite myself. “Get rid of the plant pots, he pisses 
on the wall. Bring them back, and suddenly we're living in a 
goddamn archeological dig.” 


Scrappy looks at me with a casual shrug and I get myself 
ready for the interviews. I’m keen to get these out of the 
way, as I’ve got minor European royalty in later to discuss a 
protection contract for an awards ceremony, and later I 
have to handle some logistical matters relating to my gyms. 


But I did promise Mother I'd civilize the wild hound. 


And a SEAL is nothing if not a man of his word. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Ka 


Nerves dance through my body as I sit in the waiting area, 
my shirt suddenly feeling too tight, hugging to my body as 
though it’s trying to embarrass me. My Goodwill skirt 
suddenly feels incredibly cheap, even though it’s been 
washed several times and is in good condition. I feel too 
young, a mere twenty years old when all the other potential 
trainers in here are at least in their mid-thirties, with the 
weight of experience behind them. 


I sigh as softly as I can, a way to let out some of the 
pressure building inside of me. 


The waiting area overlooks the city, shafts of sunlight 
penetrating the late-autumn clouds. 


Being this high up makes me think of Rusty running around 
somewhere down there. A pang thrums through me every 
time his little face appears in my mind. Rusty was my 
Jackhuahua - a Jack Russel crossed with a Chihuahua - until 
I woke up one day in the halfway house and he was gone. 


Someone stole him. Or he ran away in the night. I don’t 
know. 


And that’s what hurts most of all. 


That was a year and a half ago now, and maybe it was then 
that I decided I’d stop drifting like the street kid I’d always 
been and try to make something of myself. So I worked as a 
waitress and took night classes and pursued my dream of 
becoming a dog trainer. 


So far I’ve only worked with smalltime clients, earning 
barely enough to pay the rent of my one-room studio in the 
grimiest part of town. 


But still, it’s a start. 


And if I can secure a contract with Colton Crew, CEO of 
Crew Protectorate, Crew Gyms, and Crew Clothing, then 
it'll be my chance to jump right into the big leagues. 


Fat chance, you mean. 


Risking a glance around the room, I spot Kylie Clerkwell, a 
face I recognize from the dog training magazines I order 
when I have some rare spare cash. 


She’s world-renowned for her training abilities. She’s 
worked in Hollywood. She’s the trainer to the stars. 


And I... am none of those things. 
I’m just me. 


I’m not even sure how I secured the interview, my only 
explanation being that either Colton’s secretary made a 
mistake or some glimmer of my passion for canines shone 
through. 


Rusty, I really miss you right now. 


I interlace my fingers before realizing how sweaty my palms 
are, and then anxiety surges into overdrive and I imagine 
that everyone else in the room can hear the damp squelch 
noise my sweaty hands make. And of course, that makes me 
sweat even more. 


God, dogs are so much easier to be around than people. 


Finally, Janine appears at the door, a soft smile on her face 
as her eyes roam over the room and finally settle on me. 


“Katherine Jenkins?” 


I’m not about to tell her that nobody calls me Katherine, not 
even my parents, and not just because I don’t have any. 


That’d be the mother of all downers, I sense. 


Thank you, Janine, and incidentally, did you know my 
parents died in a house fire when I was nine? 


“Y-yes,” I say, hating the stammer in my voice. 
“Tt’s time for your interview, dear.” 
“Yes,” I say again, sounding like the world’s biggest idiot. 


I stand and walk across the room, feeling my tights cling far 
too eagerly to my full thighs. I usually wear sweatpants and 
baggy clothes, but something tells me that wouldn’t fly 
here, in one of the fanciest and most upscale sections of the 
City. 


As I leave the room, I hear Kylie Clerkwell whisper, “She’ll 
be out in five.” Somebody laughs grimly. 


I make a mental note to pin up her magazine cover to my 
wall when I get home and make a dartboard out of it. Or, 
since I’m not very good at darts, perhaps I’ll just tear it to 
pieces instead. 


Witch, I think, welcoming some of that anger and fire into 
me as I follow Janine down the hallway toward the giant 
doored office. 


It’s like whoever designed it did so with maximum 
intimidation in mind so that Janine has to use both hands as 
she pushes it open. She smiles at me and waves me inside 
with a short nod. 


On jelly-like legs, I walk into the office, looking around the 
vast room, the floor to ceiling windows making it seem like 
we're floating above the city. There’s a small workout 
section in one corner, a seating-slash-television area in 
another, a desk the size of some bedrooms, and then a 
punching bag hanging above some gym mats. Add to that 
the cushion fluff that’s scattered like snow across the floor 
and the room looks thoroughly strange. 


Colton Crew is sitting behind the desk, a squirming caramel 
Basset Hound in his arms. The dog bucks and writhes in its 
eagerness to come over and greet me - to make sure I’m 
not a threat or to play - but for long moments my gaze is 
glued to Colton. 


I feel my breath catch as I take him in, a sight all the photos 
in the world couldn’t prepare me for. 


Even sitting he seems to loom, all six foot six of him 
wrapped in layers of muscle, muscles that his steel suit can 
do nothing to hide. His hair is iron peppered and slightly 
spiky, but naturally so, without any product. And his jawline 
is square and firm, his lips smirking only slightly, as though 
he doesn’t let himself smile often. His eyes are a 
penetrating earthy green and they never leave me as I walk 
across the room, getting closer to the desk, my heart 
stampeding crazily in my chest. 


“You can let him go if you like, Mr. Crew,” I say, surprised at 
how steady my voice seems. 


Colton stares at me, looking suddenly grim, as though I’ve 
already angered him. He narrows his eyes and sweeps his 
gaze up and down my outfit, cheap but clean, but suddenly 
I know he can see how tacky it all is. His eyes linger on my 
shirt, my breasts straining against the fabric, and a shiver 
moves visibly through him. 


He’s disgusted. 


I have to push on, otherwise, I’ll just crumble in 
embarrassment. 


“Are you sure?” he says, voice firm, gravelly. 


It’s like he hates me, the way he talks, his tone brimming 
with intensity. 


Perhaps he thought Kylie was going to be interviewing first, 
with her dyed blonde hair, perfect teeth, athletic build, and 
classical good looks. Perhaps he resents having to talk to a 
full-figured twenty year old whose clothes, frankly, are far 
too freaking tight. 


I tug back any desire I feel for Colton - my body already 
buzzing at the sight of him, the proximity - because the idea 
that Colton would ever feel the same about me is up there 
with flying pigs and frozen hells. 


Even as electricity surges through me, his suit hugging 
tightly to his thick muscled arms, I stomp on the desire. I 
wring its neck. 


You have no place here, I tell it. Men like him would rather 
die than be with girls like you. 


“I’m sure,” I say, realizing I’ve just been standing there, 
gawping. 


“He’s quite rambunctious.” 


“That’s why I’m here,” I say, focusing on the dog because 
it’s easier than looking Colton in the eye. “What’s his 
name?” 


“Scrappy,” he murmurs. 
I smile. “Well, that’s a lovely name.” 


I take a few steps back and stand up straight, projecting as 
much power and confidence as I can. Part of training dogs 
is remaining calm, no matter what happens, so you can 
create a foundation of tranquility for the dog. I’m glad to 
have to make this effort. It lets me quiet down the raving 
nerves surging through me, and just focus on my work. 


“Okay,” I say. “Let him go, if you don’t mind, Mr. Crew.” 


I don’t know if this is part of the interview or if I’m 
drastically overstepping the mark, but then Colton Crew 
lets Scrappy go and the dog comes bounding over to me. 


He leads with his nose, lost in the stimulation of my new 
scent, ending up near my shoe and then sniffing up my 
tights. He jumps up and I let him, just once, leaning down 
and allowing him to lick my face in greeting. Then I take 
him by the shoulders and gently but determinedly push him 
away from me. 


When he makes to leap up on me again, I click my tongue, 
loudly, a noise intended to jolt him from his playfulness. 


He cocks his head at me, confused. 
Maintain dominance. 


I stand up straighter and put my hands behind my back 
now, letting him know that I don’t need them there to 
defend myself, that my word is enough. 


He makes to jump again. 
Again—I click my tongue. 
He pauses. 

He tilts his head. 


And very, very slowly, he lowers his behind to the floor and 
cocks his head at me again, curious. 


“Jesus,” Colton whispers, glancing between me and the dog 
with his emerald green eyes. “How did you do that?” 


“He wants to be trained,” I say, looking into Scrappy’s alert 
brown eyes. “Don’t you, boy? You’re a good one, aren’t 
you?” 


He wags his tail and then leaps toward me. I click my 
tongue, but he’s had enough of that game and jumps up 
anyway, forepaws against my thighs, wagging and hopping 
and trying desperately to get to my face for another lick. 


Well, at least it started well. 


“Pm sorry, Mr. Crew,” I murmur. “Shall we begin the 
interview?” 


“No,” he snaps, glaring at me again, his face devilish and 
handsome and stern all at the same time. 


“Oh,” I murmur, making to turn for the door. I ruined it by 
letting him jump on me the second time, I sense, a mistake 
perfect freaking Kylie would never make. “Well, it was 
lovely meeting you Scrappy. And you, Mr. Crew.” 


“No, Katherine,” he says, and a shiver courses through me 
at the sound of my name on his lips. “I mean we don’t need 
to do the interview. You’re hired.” 


What. 


“Um... I don’t know what to say,” I admit, a tremor in my 
voice. “And I actually prefer to be called Kat.” 


I try to bite back that last statement, cursing myself for a 
pretentious douchebag. But Colton just smirks and nods 
shortly. 


“Kat is in, then,” he says. “Give Janine your address and I'll 
have a car sent for you tomorrow. We'll start the training at 
my estate tomorrow evening.” 


“Yes, and thank you, thank you so much,” I say, wondering if 
I hit my head on the way in here and this is all a mad fever 
dream. 


As I turn to leave - Colton wrestling with Scrappy to keep 
him from following me - I feel the CEO’s gaze on my body. I 
feel it tingling up and down my thighs, my ass, my 
everything. I feel it moving deep inside of me and triggering 
something primal. 


And then I tell myself I’m being an idiot, and of course, he’s 
not staring at me, not like that, anyway. 


CHAPTER TAREE 


( olton 


Sleep has never come easily to me. 


This suited me well in the SEALS when we’d grab what 
shuteye we could where we could, ready to be woken at a 
moment’s notice to go out on a mission. 


But tonight sleep dances away from my grasp for a different 
reason, and it’s not Scrappy, who’s finally settled down into 
a restful sleep just outside my bedroom door. 


No—it’s her. 


All throughout today’s business, Katherine - no, Kat, and 
damn it was hot when she corrected me like that - rose in 
my mind like an impossible-to-ignore mirage. 


I couldn’t stop thinking about her luxurious brown wavy 
hair, the way it fell down past her shoulders, or the absolute 
fucking gorgeous majesty of her body, a curvaceous 
landscape trapped in her tight-fitting business attire and 
just ready to be torn free. 


Her eyes stared at me in my mind, those pale eerie blues, 
the color of the sea in winter, the color I want my children’s 
eyes to be. 


My children’s eyes, I think now, rolling over and burying my 
face in the pillow. Get a grip. 


But I can’t mock the notion. It hammers into me with the 
weight of truth. 


I can’t convince myself that the thought is ridiculous, no 
matter how hard I try. Instead, my imagination throws me 
into a hundred scenarios where I claim her, peeling off that 
shirt and revealing the bountiful voluptuousness of her 
breasts, squeezing them, teasing them, making her sing 
and sigh in that sultry slightly raspy voice. 


I felt my seed swelling inside of me, some savage primal 
instinct, something I’ve only ever felt - in a much different 
form - in war. It’s the part of a man most people never have 
cause to tap into, the hunter-gatherer part, the kill-fuck- 
survive part. 


And as I stared at her, trying with everything I had not to 
just leap over the table and pin her against the wall, I felt it 
triggering a series of explosions inside of me, this instinct, 
this savage atavistic need. 


I groan as I feel my manhood give another rock hard 
twinge, as though roaring at me to release my desire. 


But the idea of wasting a single hot drop on anything other 
than her fills me with distaste. I need to plunge deep into 
her warmth, and then fill her with everything I have to 
offer. 


She’s going to be the mother of my children. She belongs to 
me. 


How is it possible that I know this already? 
It doesn’t make sense. 


And yet I feel the truth of it crashing into me without a hint 
of doubt. 


I open my eyes and let out a sigh, staring at the darkened 
ceiling. 


Tomorrow is going to be very interesting, I know that much. 
Because the idea of restraining myself for two full hours 
with this made-for-pleasure queen seems like a sick joke. 


All day it’s the same. 


The city, the office, business, whatever I’m doing and 
wherever I am, my mind floods with images of Kat, and then 
the imagined sounds of her moaning, the wet furious sound 
her pussy would make as I push inside of her. 


The way her breasts would bounce for me. 


The fucking cream that would flow down my cock as she 
squirms and screams and unleashes her ecstasy. 


Now I sit in my the garden next to the pool, the late-day sun 
shafting down and glittering on the water as Scrappy madly 
swims up and down, lost in a world of his own and loving 
every second of it. 


I watch him, focusing on his movements so I don’t have to 
think about the task ahead of me. 


Trying not to kiss her. 
To grab her. 


To own her. 


But then a voice roars inside of me that she’s mine and she 
always will be, and even if it makes no damn sense I can’t 
beat it back, I can’t ignore it, because it fires into me with 
the warm sting of truth. 


“Sir,” Maxwell says, standing at the patio door with the 
officious expression he uses when we have company. 


Maxwell is a man of sixty-one, mustachioed and British, and 
one of the best butlers in the world. I also consider him a 
friend ... not that his professionalism would let that fact slip 
when we're not alone. 


“She’s here?” I ask, a growl in my voice I can’t quite 
control, a savage tremor. 


I need her. 

How the fuck do you know that after a few minutes? 
I just know. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Send her through, please.” 

“Quite right.” 


He leaves and I stand up, stretching my arms and rolling 
my shoulders. I worked out like a devil when I got home, 
hoping the strain of my muscles might do something to blot 
this gripping obsession swelling inside of me, one that is 
probably inappropriate considering I’m hiring her for a job 
—not to paint her perfect flesh in sinful strokes. 


But fuck, that’d feel so damn good. 


Scrappy scrambles from the pool and stands at the patio 
door, his fur seeming almost black as he shakes himself. 


Droplets fly everywhere and then he starts pawing at the 
glass, eager to see Kat again. 


“You and me both, buddy,” I murmur. 


She appears like a goddamn dream, wearing shorts that cut 
off just above her knee, giving me a tasteful glimpse of her 
thick strong grab-me-now thighs. On top, she wears a loose 
tank top, but then she could be wearing a sack and nothing 
else and I’d still salivate at the thought of taking what 
rightfully belongs to me. 


Her. 
All of her. 
Fuck, I’m getting hard just staring at her. 


Her gaze flits to my manhood, and then I realize she must 
see it because I’m wearing swim shorts and a gym tank and 
nothing else. I notice her eyes moving over me and mine do 
the same to her, an answering call of primality, an ancient 
flare firing in both of us. 


Now, now, now. 

Take her now. 

Fuck her raw and ragged and put a baby in her belly. 
“So, shall we get started?” she says. 


“Sure,” I reply, watching as she leans down and gives 
Scrappy a greeting with a tickle behind the ear. 


As she does so, her tank top shifts, and Jesus Christ, I get 
the most ample and sweet view of her cleavage I ever 
could’ve dreamed of. 


It’s enough to cause the base of my manhood to swell and 
ache with its hardness. 


It’s all too easy to imagine my hand sliding between those 
fleshy mounds, squeezing, and toying with her flesh until 
she has goosebumps all over her skin and her nipples are 
sore and tingly, and when I suck and bite her pink hot 
nipples she'll shiver with her orgiastic pleasure and— 


“Do I need to be here?” I ask, my voice strangled. 


“Um, not necessarily,” she says, looking strangely at me as 
she kneels down and strokes Scrappy behind the ears. 


It’s a wonder to watch the way she interacts with Scrappy, 
as though she’s part animal herself, as though she can read 
his body language intuitively. While he is normally leaping 
all over anyone unfortunate enough to kneel near him, he 
sits somewhat patiently for Kat, though he does buck and 
writhe a little before she strokes him again, stilling him. 


That hand... 
I’m a fucking savage. 


I stare at her hand and imagine it stroking my precome-wet 
cock instead of the scruff of Scrappy’s neck. I see her on 
her knees, big breasts pushed together, stroking and 
moaning and begging for my dick. 


“Today’s mostly just about making him comfortable around 
me, to be honest,” she says. “I know it’s a bit crazy, showing 
up just to spend some time with him, but I was assured by 
your secretary that I have free reign to approach this job 
however I want.” 


“You do,” I growl, mouth dry, trying to mask my need with 
gruffness. 


She blinks, shivering slightly. 


Can she feel me mentally undressing her? 


She must know how unbelievably gorgeous she is, every 
inch of her coated in irresistibility, a magnetic pull that 
threatens to send me charging like a marauder across the 
patio and shoving her up against the wall of my mansion, 
bending her over the pool... taking her wetly, over and over 
and over again. 


“Um, good,” she says, and then her face hardens. 


I sense she’s trying to maintain a mask of professionalism. 
Perhaps she’s debating the pros and cons of confronting me 
about the eleven inch rock hard pole in my swim trunks. 


“So stay with Scrappy,” I growl. “Get comfortable with him. 
That sounds like a great idea.” 


I push past her, throwing open the door, and walking into 
the house. 


As I walk I take a deep breath, the scent of her drifting up 
my nose and infusing me, vanilla and shampoo and her, just 
her, the scent of her womb and her fertile pheromones 
swimming through me. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Ka 


I sit in the grass at the end of the session, letting Scrappy 
climb into my lap and rest his head on my hands. 


Having the luxury of taking my time with a dog is a dream 
come true. I’ve never had the time to properly establish 
comfort levels like this before. I didn’t even know it would 
work, really, the activities and games I designed and 
gleaned from the internet to coax Scrappy into a state of 
trustfulness. 


But it has, and now he’s curled up sweetly on my lap, his fur 
tickling my bare legs. 


I let my eyes drift over Colton’s immense estate, the 
mansion at least twice the size of my apartment building, 
stretching for acres in all directions, and is surrounded by a 
high redbrick wall. The house itself is modern-chic, 
everything shiny and new and yet somehow retaining a 
rustic, lovable look with its redbrick facades and creeping 


ivy. 


I feel a shiver when Scrappy shifts slightly, hair tickling me 
again. 


Dread warps and twists through me when I remember the 
way Colton stared at my legs, and immediately I cursed 
myself for wearing the shorts. I wasn’t thinking as I got 
dressed, just throwing on whatever felt comfortable as I 
usually do when I go to training sessions. 


Now, even if I’m physically comfortable with Scrappy curled 
against me, I feel a stabbing in my mind. 


All last night and today, my thoughts have been slaves to 
Colton, to crazy unrealistic fantasies of his six foot six body 
stripped bare for me. 


Last night I saw him in my dreams, shirtless, Navy-SEAL 
muscles heaving and his square jaw tight with desire. I 
imagined his green eyes brimming with hot lust and his 
large powerful soldier’s hands smoothing over me, making 
me quiver and moan with ecstasy. 


And now, as usual, today I realize what a fool I was. 


Again, he seemed angry with me, and when he pushed past 
me it was with the stride of a man who couldn’t get away 
quickly enough. 


I glance up when the patio door slides open, pushed from 
my reverie. 


Colton steps out, changed into a long-sleeved shirt and 
trousers now, the sleeves rolled up slightly to show 
forearms that look like they’re carved of pure sinew. He 
walks slowly over to us, his frame blocking the sunlight, 
becoming a silhouette so that I can’t see his expression. 


I focus and realize he’s smirking. 


Is he mocking me? 


I glance at his crotch, briefly, a whisper of a look I hope he 
doesn’t notice. 


Earlier I almost thought I saw something there—some 
desire, like his manhood was hard for me and any second 
he’d pull it out and command me to move close to him, tell 
me what to do, show me the way to pleasure him. 


But this is Colton Crew, one of the richest men in America, a 
man who could have a dozen supermodels kicking down his 
door with their stilettoed heels at a moment’s notice. 


Scrappy looks up as he strolls over, but then settles down 
when he sees that it’s only Colton. 


Only Colton. 


The phrase rings out with the sound of an oxymoron in my 
mind because Colton isn’t only anything. I feel my heart 
trying to leap out of my mouth as he stares down at me. 


“Tt went well, then,” he says. 


There’s that same gruff note in his voice, a savage tremor, 
and for a crazy second the thought strikes me that Omar 
Lank hired Colton to lure me here, and any second that 
perverted psychopath is going to leap from the mansion 
and come running at me with a machete. 


A shiver moves through me as I nod, disallowing the 
thought in my mind. 


You are not welcome here, paranoia. 


“He looks the most relaxed I’ve seen him since Mom and 
Dad left for their cruise,” he says. 


“Oh,” I murmur. “Scrappy isn’t yours?” 


He shakes his head, eyes flicking down to my chest, my 
disgusting tank top with my ungainly breasts sticking out. I 


should’ve come here in a goddamn sack, covered myself 
from head to freaking toe, so he’d have nothing to silently 
deride. 


“Mom got him last year after her other dog sadly passed. 
But she’s neglected training him. So she asked me if I could 
handle it and, well—” 


“You’re good at handling things,” I say, surprised by the 
acid sass in my voice. 


His smirk tics. “That I am. Do you have time to stay for a 
drink?” 


“You know I’m not twenty-one yet, right?” I say, injecting 
more Sass into my voice. 


Because - fuck it - if he’s going to talk to me in this gruff 
tone then I’m going to return the favor. The notion that 
that’s a silly idea when he’s paying my fee for this job 
occurs to me. But there’s something else beneath the 
surface, as though my lust is warping into fiery sassiness. 


“Yes,” he says. “I was going to offer you a soda. But if you’re 
that touchy about your age I’m sure we’ve got some apple 
juice here somewhere. Perhaps I could even get you a 
straw.” 


I stand up and Scrappy lazily pads away from us, lingering 
near the pool, and then sits down and curls into a ball and 
rests his snout on his forepaws. 


“You’re so funny,” I say, shooting him a look. “But you’ve 
actually piqued my interest there, Mr. Crew. I love apple 
juice.” 

He chuckles and waves a hand toward the house. I walk and 
try to make my legs feel secure, and not shaky, and try to 


tell myself that his eyes flitting over my body don’t produce 
a quivering song inside of me. 


I walk into the kitchen, the surfaces all sleek black marble, 
with white lightning zigzagging through the material. I 
almost leap when I spot the butler standing next to the 
door, as still as a statue. His eyes glimmer in amusement 
but otherwise he remains silent. 


“Drinks, sir?” he says a moment later. 
“Two apple juices, please,” Colton smirks. 
I feel my cheeks redden. 

Are they both laughing at me? 

“Freshly squeezed, sir?” 


“Of course,” Colton says, and then turns to me with a hard 
to read expression. 


His green eyes are filled with something, almost twinkling. 


And all of a sudden the crazy urge to jump at him and wrap 
my arms around his massive shoulder muscles stabs at me. 


I ignore it. 
Obviously. 
“Only the best for our star dog trainer,” Colton says. 


The butler bows and moves around the kitchen and Colton 
waves us out to another room with a bar that overlooks the 
garden. The stools are high and modern, and even if I keep 
physically active with the dog training, I’m no gymnast. 


So as I got to climb onto the stool I make a gargantuan fool 
out of myself by leaping up - missing - and then stumbling 
backward. 


Colton moves quietly and quickly for a man of his size, 
gliding behind me and bracing me with his solid rock hard 
chest. His muscles press through his shirt and seem to 
imprint against my back, shivers moving torrentially 
through me. 


I feel my sex tingle and my nipples prick and I’m glad when 
the butler returns with the quickest freshly-squeezed juice 
in the universe. Colton steps back as he lays them on the 
bar. 


“Thank you, Max,” Colton says, with genuine affection in his 
voice. 


“Will that be all, sir?” 
“Yes,” Colton says. 


Maxwell leaves the room and closes the door behind him 
softly. 


This time I manage to climb onto the stool. I take a sip of 
the apple juice and then fight the urge to scream, it’s so ice- 
cold, the liquid burning a frigid path down my throat. I’m 
not sure if Colton notices but I quickly force myself to just 
gaze out into the garden, watching Scrappy snore softly. 


Stop embarrassing yourself. 
My heart is still hammering from the way he caught me. 
The way his body pressed into mine. 


My mind spins stupidly, imagining him turning me around 
and crushing me against the bar, kissing me hard, 
possessively, and then grabbing my hips and lifting me 
directly onto it like I’m one of those skinny perfect girls 
from high school. 


Colton glides onto the stool next to me, so broad that his 
shoulder brushes mine, producing an army of tingling 
sensations that threaten to make me moan aloud. 


Get. A. Freaking. Grip. 


I’ve never been the swooning type. The streets haven’t let 
me. And yet here I am, head muddled. The very fact that 
we're even sitting here confuses me because as Colton’s 
gaze drifts over me, I spot that same biting something in his 
gaze. 


Hate, resentment, rage, nothing good. 


“You really have done an amazing job with him, Kat,” he 
says. 


“You are most kind, Mr. Crew.” 

He chuckles, shaking his head. 

“What?” I ask, despite myself. 

A knowing look has sparked into his eyes. 
“What?” he echoes, a teasing note in his voice. 


“Why are you looking at me like that?” I murmur, a blush 
infusing my cheeks, regretting even starting this line of 
questioning. 


“Its just you sometimes speak in an even more formal 
manner than Maxwell, and he’s descended from British 
royalty. Or so he tells me.” 


“Oh,” I say, and then fresh anger surges into me. 


It’s street-anger, the same rage that swept over me every 
time I had to beg for change or steal food from a table after 
the diners had left. 


It’s the anger that instilled itself in my bones the night I had 
to run away from the orphanage, Omar roaring after me, 
telling me he’d never forget. 


“T suppose that must be quite annoying for you, hmm?” | 
snap, unable to stop myself. 


You only have two modes, Katherine. Timid or tyrannical. 


That was what Mom told me, when I was only eight years 
old, right before the fire, before hell. 


“Because here I am, clearly poor and uneducated and, let’s 
face it, fat and ugly girl—here I am, pretending that I’m 
better than I am with my marginally-better-than-normal 
vocabulary, and there you are, a billionaire, a conqueror of 
worlds. I suppose you want me to speak like Oliver Twist.” 


He smirks and leans closer, seeming so huge I want to 
scream, to shiver, to let it all go for him. 


Lust like I’ve never felt before swirls around me in a mad 
unstoppable dance, even as my anger surges through me. 


My heart thumps and the drumbeat seems to send electric 
eels coursing through me, touching every part of me. 


“Why are you smirking like that?” I hiss. 


“You,” he growls huskily, so close now his hot breath paints 
my cheeks. “You don’t have to be ashamed of the way you 
speak, Kat. And you definitely don’t have to be ashamed of 
the way you Jook. In fact, you never have to be ashamed 
with me. For fucking anything.” 


I gaze at him, tragically lost in his spell, and yet searching 
for the trick, the punchline. 


Because there must be one. 


“The truth is my mother was born to wealthy parents and 
raised to be very la-de-da,” I say, compelled to tell him by 
some instinct I don’t even understand. “When she married 
my father, they fell on hard financial times and were left 
with no money, but with all the affectation. But one thing my 
mom would never scrimp on is elocution. She taught me 
herself. So I had four years of elocution lessons and them— 
bam. I was in the state system, which is probably where I 
got my accent. So you see, Mr. Crew, I’m a bit of a hybrid.” 


Part of me has always suspected that I kept speaking like 
Mom - or at least that her way of speaking often arises in 
me - as a way to Stay close to her. 


“Its okay,” Colton whispers and then lifts his hand to my 
cheek and strokes softly. 


He wipes away my tears. 

I didn’t even know I was crying. 

“They died in a house fire,” I murmur, choking back a sob. 
Stop, stop. 

He doesn’t care about that. 


“T’m sorry,” I say, jumping off the stool as best as I can and 
taking several steps back. “I shouldn’t be talking about this. 
It’s not very professional.” 


I’m not even sure how any of this happened, how any part 
of me thought it was acceptable to talk about that now, 
here, at work. 


“TIl call to arrange our next training session,” I mumble, 
heading for the door. 


“Wait,” Colton calls, voice deep. 


I turn and find him striding toward me with confident steps. 


He stands so close I can feel the blaring heat of his body, 
see every twitching tendon in his neck, tension moving 
through him. 


But why? 


Why did he wipe away my tears? Why does he care? Why 
did he tell me I never have to be ashamed with him? 


“What?” I whisper. 

“Tm tired, Kat,” he says deeply. 
“Tired of what?” 

“Pretending.” 


He leans down and I let out a gasp, but then the gasp is cut 
short by the rough, tingling contact of his lips. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


( olton 


A note of hesitation moves through her as the carnal noise 
that’s been building inside of me reaches a crescendo. 


But then she makes a muffled whimpering noise and melts 
against me, shivering as I slide my hands down to her hips 
and grip her firmly. 


I tug her closer to me, fusing our bodies as we sink deeper 
into the kiss. Grabbing onto her hips fires primal passion 
into me, my hands inch aside her tank top and clutch onto 
her bare skin, feeling the wide hips that are perfect for 
bearing my children, for giving me - us, always fucking us - 
a family. 


I open my mouth and taste her, finding her tongue and 
stroking it with mine. She pants and moans against me, her 
own desire lighting up inside of her. My manhood floods and 
I grind closer to her, growling savagely when she bites my 
lip. 

“Oh,” she murmurs, breaking off the kiss, staring at me 
wide-eyed with a torturous mixture of cuteness and sassy 


self-confidence. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bite you.” 


“You never have to apologize to me,” I growl. “But I might 
have to apologize for this.” 


“For what—” 


She squeals as I reach down and lift her, cradling her 
against my chest, squeezing onto her ass cheeks and her 
thighs and feeling the juicy meatiness of her in my hands. 


In my hands, where she fucking belongs. 


My manhood flames and tries to explode, a solid rod of 
heated need. 


“T need you alone, in private,” I snarl. “I need to taste you, 
Kat. Fucking hell, all I’ve been able to think about since you 
walked into my office is tasting you. Feeling you cream and 
come in my mouth, feeling your pussy get tight and needy 
for me.” 


“Hey.” She pouts, and the gesture sends a tremor through 
my body right to my cock. “Who said I was going to be 
needy, hmm?” 


“We'll see, then,” I snarl. 


“I can’t believe this is happening,” she whispers. “I thought 
you hated me.” 


“Hated you?” I say, squeezing onto her harder, letting my 
hands sink into the sultry temptation of her voluptuous 
flesh, her ass cheeks driving my thoughts into feral corners. 
“How could you think that for a second?” 


“You were grimacing at me endlessly,” she giggles. “But 
now I guess I know they weren’t grimaces, huh?” 


“Oh, they were,” I tell her firmly. “They were just grimaces 
of passion. Now let’s get you upstairs before I lose all 


control and take you right here like the fucking savage I 
am. And before you say - because I know you're a 
consummate professional - Scrappy has a side entrance all 
of his own so he can come indoors whenever he wants.” 


Her face lights up at that, a beautiful sight, but then I can’t 
wait any longer and I carry her through the house, down 
the hallways - decorated in a minimalist style - and into my 
bedroom. I kick the door open and then shoulder it closed 
behind me, holding her all the while. 


The moment the door clicks shut, I feel waves of heat 
moving through her, as though her body - her womb, it’s 
her greedy womb - is telling her to get ready for what 
comes next. 


I carry her to the bed - minimalist, silk sheets, everything in 
here is Spartan, befitting a SEAL - and then place her 
down. 


She makes a whimpering noise that goes straight to the 
base of my length as I drink her in with my gaze, staring, 
staring hard and savagely and with possessive certainty 
swelling inside of me. 


She lies on her back and props herself up on her elbows, 
looking up at me with her stark blue eyes, a luscious 
contrast with the wavy messiness of her deep oaken air. 


My gaze moves to her thighs, thick and strong and so juicy I 
could spend hours just biting them, seeing my lips leave 
their mark on her creamy flesh. 


“Fuck,” I growl, falling to my knees at the end of the bed 
and then grabbing her, pulling her toward me, feeling like 
I’m in a dream, in a fantasy. 


But this is real. 


And she’s mine. 


I grab her shorts and pull them down, and then, oh God, 
and then her panties get tangled in the shorts and 
everything comes sliding down her thighs. 


Her pussy is pink and already glistening wetly, her hole 
fluttering a little for me as I regard the absolute fucking 
perfection of it. 


Her lips quiver with her anticipation, and her clit is already 
an engorged red nub, begging for my touch. 


My cock pulses and tremors as though an earthquake is 
twisting through my body, pounding, rending. 


“God, you’re perfect,” I snarl. “I need to taste you. Tell me, 
Kat. Tell me you want me to taste you.” 


“T—I’ll sound silly,” she whispers, turning her face to the 
side. 


“You won't,” I growl, her shyness sounding yet another 
quivering note of possession inside of me. “You'll sound 
fucking perfect. You’ll sound like what you are, a horny 
angel getting ready to cream all over my mouth.” 


I see her pussy flutter at that, her legs twitching, 
goosebumps appearing on the flesh of her thighs. 


“T want it,” she whispers, and then a moan sounds behind 
the whisper and she raises her voice. “Oh, Colton, it’s true. I 
want you to taste me. P-please.” 


“My fucking pleasure,” I breathe huskily, and then lean 
forward, each moment bringing me closer to the tangy 
scent of her soaked pussy. 


I pause when I’m less than an inch from her, my hands 
buried in her thighs, feeling the excitement and 


nervousness quiver through her, a cousin to the primal 
quaking moving through me. 


I pause and I breathe in deeply, letting her scent surround 
me, infuse me. 


I’ve been waiting my whole fucking life to smell this, her 
tangy perfect pussy, and now I savor it, sweeter than the 
finest of wines. 


But then she makes a moaning sound, and it would take 
superhuman self-control not to consume her at that, the 
noise is so full of lust. 


I open my mouth and let my restraint fly, taking her whole 
pussy in my mouth as my tongue attacks her. I grind my 
tongue up one of her lips and then down the other, and then 
I focus on her clit, squeezing firmly onto her thighs and 
licking as fast as I can, taking all of her, feeling her wetness 
drift over my tongue, swallowing her tanginess, savoring 
every last fucking drop. 


Her moans fill the room shyly at first, but then I suck her 
clit harder and they get louder, less self-conscious. 


When her hips begin to twitch, my cock floods with even 
more stiffness, feeling like any moment it could erupt and 
fill the entire room with my seed like a frothing volcano, 
desire consuming me, a haze of it, a deafening chorus in my 
mind. 


I lick faster, harder, more possessively. 


I lick and own and dominate her wet fucking cunt, feeling 
her hole getting tighter, her clit more eager, until her hips 
are bucking like a bronco and she’s clawing at my sheets in 
a display of desire that shatters through her shyness. 


Then she pauses and I can sense her orgasm deep inside of 
her. 


Her body screams its signal at me. 


Her hole starts to flutter and her clit twitches and her lips 
feel enflamed and swollen and gorgeous with their 
incoming release. 


I bury my face even deeper in her wet hole, and then - yes, 
fucking yes - she makes a whimpering shivering sound and 
then wave after wave of her orgiastic cream comes spilling 
out of her and onto my tongue. 


I open my mouth and suck on her, her lips, and her clit. I 
suck all of her into my mouth and drink her tanginess, 
feeling it flow down my throat, my sheets getting bunched 
and twisted in her frantically clawing hands. 


I slide my tongue inside of her to get a better taste, 
drinking greedily, drinking like a savage hunter after too 
long spent searching for my next meal. 


And now it’s here, she’s here, and I can’t fucking stop. 


She gasps and I feel her growing still, her panting getting 
slower as the orgasm drains out of her. 


I lean back slightly and look up at her, savoring the look on 
her face, the flash of contentment before indecision streaks 
her features and she sits up with another soft panting noise. 


“I... I need to tell you something,” she murmurs, pawing at 
her thighs, as though she thinks she can pull up her shorts, 
forgetting they’re bunched up on the floor. 


“Tell me,” I say. 


“Can I1...” 


She gestures at her shorts and my cock thrums and growls 
at me, willing me to go full beast and take her, take her now, 
plunge deep inside of that soft pink pussy and push right up 
to my balls. 


But even if I’ve got a primal beast living inside of me, I’m 
still going to treat my chosen queen with respect. 


Because she’s mine. 


I hand her the shorts and force myself to stand up and back 
away. 


Otherwise, my more beastly nature might win and TI start 
palming that sweet pussy again, and I can tell she needs to 
get this out, whatever it is. She wrings her hands and 
stands at the edge of the bed, the sheets crumpled from her 
release. 


“This is all crazy,” she whispers. “I mean, that was amazing. 
I always wondered what that would feel like. You know ... 
being pleased by a man, and not brought to that state by 
myself. And I think it was even more incredible because it 
was you, Colton, even if that sounds deranged.” 


“It doesn’t,” I growl, stalking closer to her, eyes fixated on 
her heaving chest, her heaving breasts. 


“Wait,” she says with a tremor in her voice. “Just—I have to 
tell you this. And if you get too close, I might lose control, 
and that wouldn’t be fair.” 


“There’s nothing fairer,” I growl. “I want you and you want 
me. What could make more sense than that?” 


“You might not want me when you know what I am.” 


“What?” I laugh grimly. “A serial killer? What are you that’s 
going to shock me so much, Kat?” 


Her smile twitches and she aims those teal-hinted eyes at 
me for a moment and then looks at the ground. 


“Pm a virgin, Colton...So, you see, I’m not exactly suited for 
this sort of crazy fling. I have absolutely no idea what I’m 
doing.” 


I stare at her. 


Something thrums deep inside of me. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Ka 


Colton’s gleaming eyes move over me for long moments. 


Silence hangs between us like a dangling scythe, ready to 
fall any moment, ready to slice right into this closeness and 
sever it completely. 


I shift and feel the dampness in my panties, the vestiges of 
the lust still clinging to me, a flickering flame inside of me 
that’s ready to burst into a conflagration again at any 
moment. 


Colton stands there with his muscles tense, a note of 
tension in his jaw, another note of tension in his eyes. 
Tension, tension everywhere—he’s painted in it, seething, 
and he reminds me of the Colton I knew yesterday and 
earlier today, the Colton I mistook for angry. 


But maybe he really is angry now. 


I’m a twenty year old virgin and perhaps, once upon a time, 
that wasn’t such a rarity. Perhaps it was sought after, in the 


days when women wore gowns like curtains and men 
dressed in tailed suits. 


But now, as I wither under his gaze, the word freak sings 
out cruelly in my mind, a jagged voice, a stabbing taunt, 
and all I want to do is run away. 


a S ir.” 


Maxwell’s British butler voice comes from just outside the 
room. 


“I’m busy,” Colton says, never taking his eyes off me. 


I want to run my hand through his steel peppered hair, grip 
onto his head, and see if I can get to his thoughts. The long 
seconds have stretched my anxiety taut and now I feel 
ready to snap, ready to run, run and just get the freaking 
hell out of here. 


Street instincts kick in and I scan for an exit, but of course, 
the only exit is the door and Colton is closer to that than 
me. 


What, you think he’s not going to let you leave? He 
probably wants to leave after learning what a bedroom 
amateur you are. 


“Tam sorry, sir,” Maxwell says. “But it’s Jason Price.” 
“Jase?” Colton murmurs. “He called the house phone?” 


“Yes, sir. One of your gyms has burned down and he 
suspects arson.” 


“What?” Colton snarls, still with his eyes locked on me. 
“Fuck, okay. Tell him I’ll be there soon.” 


“Its fine,” I mutter, sensing that he’s about to apologize, 
about to wear the mantle of civility so that he doesn’t have 


to reveal his true feelings about my revelation. “I can let 
myself out.” 


“No, you can stay,” he says. “The phone call won’t take 
long.” 


“No,” I rebut, pushing some firmness into my voice. “I'd 
really rather go.” 


Let me save us both the effort, I think. Let’s avoid 
awkwardness and pretend this never happened. I shouldn’t 
have let it get this far without you knowing the truth 


anyway. 


“In fact, I’d rather pretend that this didn’t happen. I have 
already started to fall in love with Scrappy and I’d hate to 
cut our training short.” 


“Pm not going to fire you, Kat.” 
“Okay, then.” 


“Wait here for me,” he says. “We'll talk about everything. I 
need to tell you how I feel. I need to tell you that—” 


“Sir,” Maxwell says, again. 

“Fucking hell,” Colton snaps. “What is it now?” 
“Another gym, sir,” Maxwell murmurs through the door. 
“Another... Jesus fucking Christ. Kat, please wait here.” 


I watch as he goes, my eyes tracking his arms, his 
shoulders, the steel in his features. Part of me wants to 
chase after him and demand to know what he thinks about 
me being a virgin, but another part wants to reverse time 
and make it so I never told him... 


But then that would mean things might’ve gotten hotter, 
heavier, and then what? 


It took a year of night classes and sleeplessness and 
independent study to begin to come to grips with the art of 
dog training. Do I really believe I’d turn into a bedroom 
virtuoso with absolutely no experience? 


Colton stops at the door and looks at me again with his tight 
jaw and his hard eyes, and then he opens it and takes the 
proffered phone from Maxwell, walking down the hallway 
with his voice raised. 


“Jase, what the fuck is this? Two of our goddamned gyms?” 


When I was living on the streets, I’d often get this swirling 
feeling in my belly, this visceral warning that I had to get 
the hell out of whatever situation I was in before things 
turned bad—or worse. 


And now I feel that same feeling descending upon me like 
I’m being submerged in an ether of negativity. 


Get. Out. Now. 


I stride into the corridor and find myself creeping as best I 
can, the same way I approach anxious dogs when I don’t 
want to startle them. 


I turn down the double staircase and hear Colton’s voice 
raised off to the right, toward the direction of the large 
kitchen and the garden. I turn left and navigate the warren 
of hallways until I find myself at the front door. 


I open it just enough to slide out, and then head for the 
main gate, which is manned by two security guards, 
standing stiff-backed with guns on their hips. 


I prepare myself to make some excuse so they’ll let me 
leave, but the military looking men just keep staring 
forward, like those guards they have at Buckingham Palace. 


I suppose they are stationed here to prevent unwanted 
intruders from coming in, not guests from leaving. 


I slip out of the small side gate and then walk down the 
country path that leads to the closest town to Colton’s 
estate, two miles up the road. I walk as quickly as I can, 
breathing in the scent of nature, trying to summon it inside 
of me so that I don’t have to think about the way he looked 
at me, the disappointment on his face, the twisted 
resentment. 


I thought you were going to be an easy lay, an interesting 
fling, I imagine him saying. Why would you let me get all 
excited by going down on you and then drop that bomb on 
me? What a disappointment. 


I walk into the small suburban town and find my way to the 
closest bus stop, sitting in the corner, right up against the 
wall, and taking out my phone as a force of habit. 
Sometimes I wish I was above the mindless scrolling, the 
memes and YouTube binging, and the rest of it, but I’m not, 
I’m only human, and so as I wait for the bus. 


I end up on my photo gallery, cycling through pictures of 
Rusty. 


The Jackhuahua is smiling in this one, despite the 
surroundings being yet another halfway house, yet another 
line for a free bowl of soup, yet another chance to outrun 
Omar and the despicable things he said he’d do to me. 


I’ll always follow you, slut, I hear him roaring. Never forget 
that. 


I lean closer to the phone, staring at the last photo I ever 
took of Rusty, his teeth bared in anticipation of the treat I 
was holding behind the camera. His snow-white coat is 


fluffy and recently groomed because no matter how poor I 
was, I always put him before me. 


I miss him. 
I miss him so much it hurts. 


And knowing that I can’t go home and forget about Colton 
and his reaction to my virginity - or non-reaction as the 
case may be - by being with him, it makes me sick. It makes 
me want to cry. 


I put my phone away and take a bolstering breath, deciding 
that if Colton doesn’t bring up what happened, neither will 
I. It will be this big looming unsaid thing between us, but 
from here on TIl just be Scrappy’s trainer, nothing else. 


It will be easier that way. 


That’s what I try to tell myself, even as my heart gives a 
pang, and my mind floods with the moment he knelt before 
me, dragging his tongue across my body, pleasing me as 
I’ve never been pleased before. 


I feel a shiver, an aftershock of the orgiastic pleasure move 
torturously through me. 


Then the bus pulls up and I beat that feeling down. 
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I stand in the middle of the wrecked gym with my VP Jason 
Price. Jase is another ex-military man, thirty years old with 
a shaved head and a flat, rocky, no-nonsense face. His 
thrice-broken nose wrinkles as he steps over the ruined 
husks of a heavy bag and lets out a growling sigh. 


“This just makes no damn sense,” he says. “Why burn down 
two of our gyms? I understand it on some level, fine. I 
understand that some son of a bitch would want to hit us, 
considering the sort of work we do, the sort of people we 
protect. Maybe somebody’s angry because they couldn’t get 
to a celebrity we were protecting or some shit? I don’t 
know. Maybe they want revenge. But it’s the timing that’s 
got me stumped. We haven’t done a job like that in at least 
a month. And arson—it just seems so fucking...” 


“Mindless?” I offer. 


I try to keep my attention on the here and now as I look 
across the ruined husk of the gym at Jase. But I feel Kat at 
the back of my mind, a whispering I can’t ignore. I 


remember returning to my bedroom and finding her gone, 
and the feeling that swept through me, the need to see her 
again—to talk this out, to explain to her, to let her know... 


Focus. 


I’ll have to wait until the business here is finished before I 
can see her again. Because no matter what I feel, I’m a 
professional and I always have been, ever since I passed 
BUDs and got into the SEALs. 


“But then,” I go on, “arson is a pretty fucking mindless 
thing. Except...” 


“When it’s two gyms in the span of an hour,” Jase finishes 
always on the same wavelength. 


I nod shortly, stepping over the remains of an exercise bike 
and glancing out of the charred, ruined window. 


The fire department let us in on account of our military 
background and the fact that there’s no DNA to spoil. The 
arson investigation was short and conclusive. There are 
multiple points where the fire began and plenty of gasoline 
residue, and, on top of that, an actual canister of gasoline at 
both locations. It couldn’t be clearer. 


The city is dark now, the street-lamps illuming the bits of 
unbroken glass so that I can see my reflection. 


I look changed, even if I’m dressed in my steel suit as usual. 
She’s changed me. 
I need to see her. 


The hunger flames in me and my desire reaches a 
deafening, roaring chorus. 


“Jase, I want you to hire the best three private detectives 
you can find. Use men, we’ve hired before. Michaelson’s 


Detective Agency is a good place to start. They’ve worked 
well for us in the past. Set one detective on this location and 
one on the other, and then set the third to combing through 
our jobs for the past month for any likely candidates for 
revenge, as you mentioned. That should get us started. We 
can’t wait for the police and the fire department, not when 
we have the funds to handle this ourselves.” 


“Of course, boss. Good idea.” 


“What do you think?” I ask, looking at him in the night-dark 
reflection. 


A good leader knows that it’s always to his tactical 
advantage to get the opinion of his troops. 


“Just that maybe we should hire a fourth and have him look 
into any way this could be personally motivated.” 


“Yep, do that,” I tell him. 


“Motherfuckers,” Jase sighs, kicking some black-dusted 
debris. “It makes me want to tool up and ride out, sort this 
bastard out ourselves.” 


I feel a smirk rise to my lips, the same smirk I’d feel after a 
gunfight, gun smoke lancing the air. A stab of nostalgia hits 
me. 


It’s hell when you're over there, a senior officer told me 
once, in one of his more open moments. But when you get 
back, son, it seems like heaven. 


Jase and I make our way out of the building and onto the 
street. He nods to me shortly and then turns to walk toward 
his car. I head in the other direction, where I’m parked, and 
slide behind the wheel of my sleek, tinted-windowed sedan, 
the sort of car that isn’t so showy that it draws attention to 
me everywhere I go. 


I have a garage full of toys, of course, but maybe part of me 
knew that I’d end up driving toward Downtown this 
evening, toward Kat’s house. 


When she applied for the training job with Janine, she left 
her address on the form, and as I glide through the city, 
crossing the bridge and the sparkling night-shadowed 
water, I try to tell myself that this isn’t a breach of trust. 


Or maybe that’s just a lie. 
Maybe I’m just giving myself an excuse to see her. 
Because I fucking need to see her. 


My mind floods with the image of her standing in my 
bedroom after she told me she was a virgin, her whole body 
somehow looking sensitive, like I could touch her and she’d 
spark into a million shivering sensations of need and want. 


Now, despite everything that’s happened this evening, I feel 
my manhood becoming solid in my pants, pressing against 
my underwear as thoughts of the arson burn away in the 
flames of my woman, my fucking woman. 


I come to a stop outside her apartment building, a 
rundown, dilapidated place on the very outskirts of the city, 
near the industrial estate, far away from the hipster coffee 
shops and the artisanal markets that make up the more 
gentrified sectors of the city. 


The walls are more often covered in graffiti this far away 
from Uptown as not, and as I slide into an alleyway to hide 
my sedan, I notice that several stray, raggedy-looking cats 
are perched on dumpsters, watching me intently. 


I step from the car with a weight on my chest, thinking 
about my woman, my virgin queen. 


When she told me, I just felt everything seize inside of me, 
every part of me getting ready to unleash everything I’ve 
held back for years. I never thought I’d lose myself so 
completely and quickly to a woman, but when she used that 
word - virgin - it was like fucking magic. 


Because even if I already knew she was mine, now I know 
she’s all mine. 


No one else gets to touch her. 
Ever. 
And I can’t wait to tell her that. 


I’m about to press her apartment buzzer when something 
bites into the back of my neck, a jagged stabbing pain that 
shoots through my body and tries to send me toppling to 
the floor. 


I hear a buzzing noise and clench my teeth against the 
spearing agony. 
I’m being fucking tazed. 


“What the fuck?” somebody growls behind me, surprise 
heavy in their voice. “Drop, fucking drop.” 


Nope. 


I fight the urge to collapse even as my muscles begin to 
tighten and threaten to fail me. My circuits are trying to 
shut down as I reach up and grab the crocodile-mouthed 
Taser teeth, and then I throw it to the floor and let out a 
ragged breath of pure rage. 


Whoever did that is going to regret it, really goddamn soon. 


The figure stands in the dark, a man of about six feet with a 
gun in one hand. He’s dressed head to toe in black, his hood 


pulled up, his face hidden in the shadows. He quickly raises 
the gun and aims it at me. 


“You better kill me with one shot,” I snarl. 


“Don’t move,” he says, his gaze flitting around as I begin to 
take slow steps forward. 


“Because if you don’t,” I go on, ignoring him, “I’m going to 
send you straight to hell. Only a coward attacks a man from 
behind.” 


“T said don’t move,” he whines, waving the gun around like 
an amateur like he only picked up a firearm for the first 
time this morning. 


I keep stalking forward, my instincts primed. 


But the usual calm that falls over me before battle doesn’t 
come. 


Instead, a thought strikes me. 


If he shoots me, he'll be able to get to Kat. She lives here. 
What if he gets his hands on her? Who is he, the arsonist? 
What the fuck is going on? 


Thoughts of Kat stop me from going full brute, from 
throwing my body at him and letting what'll happen, 
happen, and the thought hits me that perhaps this is why I 
always stayed single in the SEALs. 


So I didn’t have to care about my own life. 


“Fuck,” he grunts, turning and sprinting toward an 
alleyway. 
I duck my head and run after him, but he’s as quick as a rat, 


darting down the alleyway and then to the other end, where 
a car is waiting. I almost get my hand on his arm, but then 


he slides snakelike into the car and it screeches away, the 
sound of its tires seeming incredibly loud in the night. 


Fuck. 


I take out my cellphone immediately and call Jase, jogging 
back toward Kat’s apartment building. 


“Boss?” 


“T need men in Downtown right now,” I growl. “I was just 
jumped and I need a personal security detail to move an 
asset somewhere safe.” 


It’s easier that way, calling Kat an asset. 


Because explaining to my VP what she really means to me 
would take far more time than we have. 


Her safety is all that matters now. 


This motherfucker, whoever he is, he knows where she 
lives. 


She’s at risk. 
And I’d die before I let anything happen to her. 


I press her apartment buzzer. 
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I almost let out a scream when my apartment buzzer goes 
off, so rare is the sound. The only other time I recall it being 
pressed was the one time I had takeout food delivered. That 
was when I attained my dog-training certificate - a little 
solo celebration - and ever since then, it’s been silent. 


I approach it slowly, the ever-present possibility that it 
could be Omar niggling at the edge of my consciousness. I 
press the intercom button and let out a shaky breath. 


“Hello?” I say. 
“Tt’s me.” 


His voice is gruff and crackly and brimming with even more 
intensity over the intercom. 


He doesn’t have to tell me who me is. 
I’d recognize that voice anywhere. 


Which is crazy considering we only met yesterday. 


“Okay,” I mutter. 
I can hear his smirk. 


This fucking woman, I imagine him thinking. Is she slow as 
well as inexperienced? 


“Let me up, Kat,” he says. 


“Why?” I say, hiding behind a shield of sassiness. “Unless 
it’s something to do with training Scrappy, I think I might 
just leave you out—” 


“Your life could be in danger,” he growls. “Let me up.” 
Omar. It’s Omar. He’s finally caught up with me. 


“Okay,” I whisper, the seriousness of his words barreling 
into me. 


And - I have to be honest with myself - there’s a tickling of 
desire that swarms into a haze of phantom sensations when 
I think about being in the same room as Colton again. My 
body has been reliving the paroxysms of euphoria every 
second of every minute since I left his mansion, every 
rumble of the bus causing shivers to course crazily through 
me. 


I press the button to let him up and then pace around my 
tiny apartment, the whole thing just one room with a bed on 
one side, a small dresser slash television unit, and then a 
kitchen off in the corner. The only separate room is the 
bathroom, and that is more like a closet, barely deserving 
the title. 


I bundle a bunch of dirty clothes into the closet bathroom 
and then hear his knock at the door, a drumming that 
seems to cause everything to tremble. 


Huff and puff and blow this shithole down. 


“Coming,” I call. 


I approach the door, realizing at the last moment that I’m 
still wearing the tank top and shorts from training earlier 
today, a little stinky from the bus and the anxiety. But it’s 
too late now. Plus my life is in danger, and Colton didn’t 
sound like he was joking when he said that. There are more 
important things to worry about than a nonstarter romance 
and the fact I led him on. 


I open the door and Colton stares at me, looking like a 
knight in his steel colored suit, silver peppered hair swept 
to the side and damp with his sweat. In fact, his whole body 
is coated in a fine layer of sweat, beads of it dripping down 
his forehead. 


“Are you okay?” I ask. 


“Fine,” he grumbles, pushing past me and nodding at the 
door. “Close that. We’ll hole up until they get here.” 


“Until who gets here?” I say, confusion making my words 
tremble. 


“Backup,” he says. 
I close the door and turn to him, folding my arms. 
“Is Scrappy okay?” I ask. 


“Oh, yeah,” he says, with a half-smile. It fades quickly. “He’s 
with Maxwell, safe at the estate. This isn’t about Scrappy. I 
came here to see you and I was jumped, probably by the 
same bastard who set my gyms on fire. He tazed me but the 
motherfucker managed to get away.” 


“Wait a second,” I murmur, walking closer to him, breathing 
in the animal manly musk of him. “He tazed you, and he 
managed to get away?” 


“Yes,” Colton says flatly. 
“T don’t understand.” 


“He shot me with a Taser, I knocked it away and chased 
him. He had a car waiting and he got away.” 


“Aren’t those things meant to drop you in like a second 
flat?” 


He chuckles grimly. “We used to pull pranks on each other 
in the SEALs that make Tasers look like NERF guns. I’m just 
pissed he got away. Anyway, you need to come with me now. 
I’m taking you to a safe place. I can’t have you in danger 
because of me.” 


We’ve been moving closer to each other, as though by some 
irresistible force. I feel it pulling on my every nerve, every 
sinew in me buzzing with the proximity. 


“T don’t understand why you were here in the first place, 
though,” I murmur, thinking, Virgin, virgin. “If not for 
Scrappy.” 


“Liar,” he says, a savage bantering note in his voice. “You 
know exactly why I’m here.” 


Hope whelms inside of me and I try to kill it. I feel myself 
wrapping my arms tighter around my body, my breasts 
pushing up, unattractively, my whole body tingling and 
goose pimpled. 


“No, I don’t,” I say. 


He leans down and stares at me with eyes that are like 
jewels at the bottom of green-tinted water, shimmering, 
captivating. I stare and the sudden, insane urge to kiss him 
again grips me. 


“I’m here because you left before I got a chance to tell you 
how happy I am that you’re a virgin,” he growls. “I’m here 
because I don’t think you fully understand my interest—no, 
fuck that, not interest. You don’t understand my obsession 
with you, Kat. You see, you sexy fucking princess, I didn’t 
want a quick fling with you. I’m claiming you. I’m making 
you mine.” 


“Y-yours?” I whimper, detesting the stammering hesitation 
in my voice. I search his face for a trick. There’s always a 
trick. “What do you mean?” 


He grips my shoulders in his hands, squeezing with an 
alpha’s certainty. Shimmering pleasure drifts over my skin, 
daring me to believe, daring me to melt into him. 


“The first time I saw you,” he snarls, “I knew that I had to 
have you. I just knew it, in my bones. You said you thought I 
was angry? No, Kat, I was captivated. Every second we 
were in that office, I was trying to beat down the beast 
inside of me and stop myself from mauling you.” 


“Mauling,” I whisper, the word burning my tongue with its 
implications. 


He leans down and brings his lips close to mine, so close 
they brush and his breath washes over me. 


“Mauling,” he growls. “Taking you like the animal I am. I’m 
going to put my seed inside of you. My seed fucking belongs 
in you. You’re going to bear my children and—Jesus, Kat, 
you’re mine. If somebody else tried to claim you, I don’t 
know if I’d be able to stop myself from putting them down. 
That’s how certain I am.” 


“This is crazy,” I whisper, mind whirring, doubts spiraling. 


I search his eyes for the trick, trying to divine some way this 
could all be some cruel joke, rooting around for a reason, a 


motive. But I can’t see any benefit in Colton Crew, one of 
the richest men in America, tricking me into believing he 
wants me. 


Why? 
Where’s the endgame in that? 
And yet it makes no freaking sense. 


“Yes,” he says, even closer now somehow, our lips moving 
against each other. “It’s crazy but it feels so damn right.” 


We’re so intimately pressed against each other I’m not sure 
who kisses who first. In the end, it doesn’t matter, because 
we sink into the moment with the flames of our passion 
fanning us, moving through us. 


I gasp but the noise is muffled by the gruff firmness of his 
lips, the way he grabs my hips and pulls me into him, my 
nipples tingling with the friction-laden contact, my sex 
buzzing, my womb giving a pang of need. 


“Colton,” I whisper, as he drags his fingers through my hair, 
luxuriating in the motion. 


“Yes?” he growls. 


“It’s a long shot, but I think I might know who attacked you 
tonight and burnt your gyms. I mean, at the very least, it’s 
worth looking into.” 


He pulls back, regarding me with a confused flicker in his 
eyes. 


“Tell me,” he says. 
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I have my arm wrapped around her, feeling the sultriness of 
her body blazing through her tank top, forcing myself to 
look out the window every few moments, looking at the 
shimmering night-black water so I don’t lose myself in the 
proximity of her perfection. 


We glide over the bridge toward my penthouse in the city, 
where Kat will stay for the night before we figure out just 
what the fuck is going on. 


I’ve already checked with my security detail at the estate, 
confirming that Scrappy and Maxwell are safe. 


Mom and Dad, too, are safe, with their own personal 
security detail watching over them, as they have been for 
the entirety of their trip. 


Now, I move my fingers through Kat’s hair, savoring the 
way She shivers softly. I remember the look in her eyes 
when I told her the insane truth, that she was mine, that 
she’d always been mine. 


The look was of goddamn recognition, as though she’s been 
waiting all her life for this just as much as I have. 


But we were interrupted before she had a chance to tell me 
what she meant when she said, “I think I might know who 
attacked you tonight.” 


The cavalry arrived, and here we are, in the armored car 
driving to our fortress. 


“We’re sound-proofed back here,” I tell her. “This is one of 
the vehicles we use for high-profile celebrities and royalty. 
Sometimes they want their privacy.” I nod at the screen 
separating us from the driver. “But if you prefer to wait 
until we’re at the safe house, I understand.” 


She glances at me, biting her lip, adorable and cute and 
sassy and strong and human, a thousand words wouldn’t be 
enough to describe everything Kat is, everything she means 
to m. 


She’s mine. 

Fuck. 

It feels good to know that she doesn’t think I’m insane. 
Or at least that she’s riding the same wave of insanity. 


She lets go of her lip and shifts closer to me, laying her 
head against my shoulder. I stroke my hand over her 
shoulder and grip her firmly. 


“You'll always be safe with me,” I say, a husky possessive 
note in my voice. “He can’t hurt you, whoever he is.” 


I feel a cord of tension capture her. It relaxes a moment 
later and she laughs shakily. 


“His name is Omar,” she whispers. 


Already, I hate him. I hate everything about the 
motherfucker. 


Because of the fear I hear quivering in her voice. 


“My parents died when I was nine in a house fire. I think I 
told you that. Anyway, after that, I went to an orphanage 
and I was okay for a few years. Of course, I was bullied for 
the pretensions Mom had left me with. But other than that, 
I was fine. Then, when I was around fifteen, Omar Lank 
took over the orphanage and... And he tried things, 
Colton.” 


My blood stills and turns icy. 
I picture a heavy boot crushing his face. 
I picture a steel knuckle-duster shattering his teeth. 


I picture a shotgun barrel laid beneath his chin and my 
finger caressing the trigger. 


“He tried things,” I growl. 


“Yes,” she murmurs. “At first I thought he wanted to be my 
friend. I was confused—but then he cornered me one day 
and his hands, they went wandering. Luckily, somebody 
interrupted us, and he had to stop. From that day on, I tried 
my best not to be caught alone, which was a challenge but 
not impossible. But then he began to get more intense. He 
began to tell me he loved me. We were meant to be 
together. All this crazy stuff. I mean, I was a kid, and he was 
saying this stuff, this big gruff man, this big scary 
bogeyman, he seemed to me at the time. 


“I ran when I was sixteen years old. I fled to the streets 
because I knew he had contacts in the system and he could 
find me. At least, that’s what I thought at the time. Before I 
ran, I stole some money from him while he was taking a 


nap, but he woke up, and...well, he chased me, Colton. He 
chased me with a freaking machete and started roaring at 
me that he’d never forget. He’d kill me. I belonged to him.” 


“He was wrong,” I snarl. “Because you belong to me.” 


She blinks away a tear and leans up, her lips finding mine in 
brief brushing contact. 


“T belong to you,” she whispers with a dreamlike tenor. “It 
feels so freaking good to say that.” 


“What happened then?” I ask. 


“Nothing,” she says. “Well, nothing to do with him. I lived 
on the streets. I lived in fear. I begged and stole and did 
what I had to do to survive. Somewhere along the way, I 
met the most perfect doggie you can imagine. No offense to 
Scrappy. I found him curled up in the remains of a car tire 
that was all rusted out, so I named him Rusty. He was a Jack 
Russel crossed with a Chihuahua and his white fur was all 
marked with the brown rust. Anyway, he became my closest 
friend, hell, my only friend ... and then I woke up one day in 
a halfway house and he was gone.” 


She shrugs, looking out the window, at the lights of the city 
and the dimmer partially-hidden lights of the stars. 


“That’s not really pertinent, I guess, but I hardly ever stop 
thinking about Rusty. I even went around for a while putting 
up posters with a photo of him. I couldn’t offer a reward. 
But I could appeal to human kindness. It didn’t work. So, 
yeah ... But the point is, maybe Omar has caught up with 
me. It’s a long shot. But it’s probably worth looking into, 
right?” 


“You were right to tell me,” I whisper, every tendon in me 
taut and ready to fire into deadly cylinders. 


I picture this animal in my mind, waving a machete, roaring 
at my girl that he’d never forget. 


Neither will L Omar. Neither will fucking I. 
She shifts closer to me and looks up into my eyes. 


Her hair is messy around her shoulders from where I’ve 
been caressing it, and her eyes brim with fresh tears. 


I reach up and stroke them as they fall, and for minutes we 
just sit like that, her cradled in my arms, her tears warm on 
my fingers. 


“Please don’t be lying,” she sobs, making a visible effort to 
harden her face. “He tried to trick me. Countless assholes 
in high school tried to trick me, you know before I dropped 
out...” 


“Pm not lying,” I tell her firmly. “Kat, I’ll never lie to you. 
Never.” 


“Promise?” she whispers. 
I lean down and kiss her warm tears from her cheeks. 


“Promise. And I’m also going to put out a public notice for 
Rusty. Just give me a photo and I'll offer a substantial 
award. If he’s out there, we’ll find him.” 


She giggles slightly, through her sobs, and it’s a sight that 
causes a surging sense of victory to swell inside of her. 


Her smile is worth more than a thousand advances from the 
so-called more desirable woman of the world, which is a 
fucking joke. 


Whatever society tries to tell me I should like, it seems 
ridiculous as I stare down at my queen, at the woman of my 
dreams. 


“But it comes with a condition,” I say. 


She raises her eyebrow, a vestige of her sassiness causing a 
swelling of possessive instincts to roar out from inside of 
me. 


“Oh, really?” she says, moving past the heartache and the 
terror, at least for now. “And what’s that, then?” 


“You have to accompany me to a restaurant and sit there 
looking beautiful, and order any fucking food you want and 
not even dream of feeling self-conscious about it. And then 
you have to let me take you to the swankiest hotel in the 
city and book us a suite there. Because, Kat, even if I’m so 
happy you’re a virgin I could howl like a wolf, it doesn’t 
mean I want it to stay that way. Your virginity belongs to 
me.” 


Her eyes widen and I feel the self-consciousness coursing 
through her. 


“But what if I’m not...” 
She trails off. 

“What?” I growl. 
“Good enough?” 


I laugh savagely, unable to stop the noise from filling the 
back of the car, the driver not even glancing back because 
he can’t hear a thing. I wouldn’t speak like this if he could, 
about my queen’s virginity, about taking her, owning her. 


Talk like that - and the sultry images that come along with it 
- is for me alone. 


“What’s so funny?” she glowers, a mega-pout on her lips. 


“T’m sorry,” I say, giving her a firm squeeze so she knows 
I’m not laughing at her. “It’s just that the idea of you 


needing to be good enough is insane to me. You’re not 
auditioning for anything, Kat. We’re letting our bodies do 
what they need to do, what they want to do. And if you tell 
me your womb isn’t roaring at you just as loudly as my 
seed’s roaring at me, then you’re a damn liar.” 


Her mouth falls open and she smiles at the same time, an 
endearing expression. 


“What?” I tease. “Are you surprised I know what you’re 
feeling, eh? I’ll always be able to read you, Kat.” 


“It’s just crazy,” she says, and then rolls her eyes at herself. 
“Jeez, I know I sound like a goofball because I keep saying 
that...” 


“No,” I grin wolfishly. “You do sound like a goofball when 
you say goofball, though.” 


“But,” she goes on, with a mock glare, “it is, isn’t it? We only 
met yesterday.” 


“Sure,” I say, enveloping her hands in mine and squeezing 
softly. “But we’ve been waiting for each other our entire 
lives.” 


She leans in and kisses me softly on the lips, a shy smile on 
her face when she leans back and tilts her head at me, half 
quizzical and half just-Kat cuteness. 


“That’s the first time I’ve ever initiated a kiss in my life,” she 
whispers. 


“Well,” I smirk. “Why don’t you try it again?” 
And she does. 


I can’t wait for our fucking date... and afterward. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Ka 


I lie on the silk sheets with Scrappy next to me, a treat 
placed a few feet in front of him on the end of the bed as I 
move my eyes between him, the treat, and the three outfits 
I’ve laid over the vanity unit across from me. 


Waking up this morning in this plush room felt like a 
warped dream, as though any moment I’d wake back up in 
my crummy apartment with a twisted smile on my face. 


Well, that was a stupid and self-indulgent fantasy. 
But it’s real. 

It’s happening. 

Colton has claimed me. 

And it feels so freaking good. 


Even if there’s the issue of the arsonist - who may or may 
not be the pervert who ruined my childhood - looming over 
us, but this morning a fresh sense of hope drifts through 
me. 


The sun shafts through the French windows and casts 
glowing rays across the room. 


“Calm, Scrappy,” I whisper. 


When Scrappy arrived - with boxes of my stuff from my 
apartment - he was all over me, a crazy bundle of licks and 
bouncing frenzy. Now, I’m trying to instill in him a sense of 
delayed gratification and calm, by placing the treat where 
he can see it but not letting him go until I say go. It’s basic 
stuff, but most dog training is made up of the basics, the 
solid foundation of discipline ... and then, if the owner 
wishes, they can build more advanced tricks on top of that. 


I glance again at the outfits. 
One is a glittery thrift shop top and blue jeans. 


The other is a pair of black jeans with a long-sleeved frilly 
top. 


And the third is an emerald-inlaid green dress I bought for 
fifty dollars on a splurge a year ago and have never had the 
occasion, or the courage, to wear since. It’s the outfit that 
always fills me with anxiety every time I look at it, thoughts 
flood my mind with how unsuited for it Iam, how not stick- 
thin I am. 


“What do you think, boy?” I murmur. 
Scrappy tilts his head at me. 
Can I get the treat now? 


His legs are trembling in his desire, but he’s got more self- 
control than he gives himself credit for. 


“Okay, boy, go,” I say. 


He leaps on the treat and devours it, and then jumps off the 
bed and begins sniffing around the room. His tail is 


wagging like crazy and when he passes the vanity unit, it 
snags onto the hem of the sparkly dress and it slides to the 
floor in a crumpled ball of fabric. 


I take a deep breath. 


I tell myself I’m as beautiful as Colton tells me I am, even if 
believing that is going to take a long, long time. 


And I decide to take Scrappy’s choice as a sign. 


I’ll wear the green dress for our date tonight. 


I feel a sense of glittering unreality washing over me as I 
stand on the roof with Colton’s hand pressing into the small 
of my back. The warmth of his palm sinks through the fabric 
of the dress and impresses an imprint against my skin, 
shivering, smoothing me, and ironing out my nervousness. 


I bite my lip and hug his suit jacket tighter around me to 
protect against the wind, the skyline tinged orange with the 
setting sun. 


No news yet. 


He called me earlier today to tell me that his PI’s were 
looking into Omar and that he’d put out Wanted posters for 
Rusty, but so far nothing had been solved. 


“But tonight is about us,” he growled over the phone, his 
voice turning savage and protective. “Let’s just be together, 
Kat. You deserve that.” 


“And you,” I’d said, sitting on the bed with one hand buried 
in Scrappy’s fur and the other holding the phone to my ear. 


“Tell me I deserve you,” he’d growled. “And that’s enough 
for me.” 


“You deserve me—” 


“T own you. You belong to me,” he interjected, a bantering 
note in his voice. 


“No fair,” I laughed. “ You tricked me.” 


Now, he turns to me and the corner of his lips twitch with 
his trademark smirk. He’s wearing a pale blue shirt tucked 
into his suit pants, showing off the V-taper of his upper 
body, his torso a carved-piece-of-iron of manly majesty. I 
can’t take my eyes off his thick arms, the fabric of his shirt 
hugging them tightly. 


His eyes penetrate me. 


“Are you going to tell me why we’re up here yet?” I ask, 
gazing into those eyes. 


They tell me everything I need to know about my choice of 
dress. 


When he first saw me, his mouth fell open, and then a 
visible tremor moved through him. 


If he’s faking this attraction, then he’s the best actor in the 
world, because it feels so freaking real. 


“We can’t exactly take a car, can we?” he says, smoothing 
his hands down to my ass cheeks, squeezing. 


Not with the nameless attacker out there, is the unspoken 
message. 


I shiver and grind against his hands, feeling the firmness of 
him rubbing against my flesh, toying with me, teasing. I 
lean forward and then almost tip over in my heels, which 
I’m so not used to wearing. 


Not much need for them on the streets. 


He catches me easily and then spins me in his arms and 
leans down for a princess-to-prince kiss. I lean back in his 
solid arms, stunned at the strength of him, feeling 
lightweight and carefree in a way I never have before. 


He kisses me hard and I return the pressure, savoring the 
buzzing euphoria of our lips, the humming closeness. 


My body riots. 


The world seems to rearrange itself around us, everything 
spinning, my body screaming out for his touch, for all of 
him. 


What if I’m not good enough... 
But he told me that doesn’t matter. 
And I’m aching to believe him. 


He lifts me to a standing position and then bares his teeth 
in a wolfish fashion. 


“Ah, here we go.” 
“What?” I ask. 
“You don’t hear that, Kat? Listen.” 


I listen closely and then - past the constant background 
noise of the wind - manage to pick out the chug-chug-chug 
of what sounds like helicopter blades. 


I turn to find that I’m right, the helicopter buzzing through 
the sky like a metal insect. I let out a squeal of excitement 
and playfully slap him on the arm. 


“Are you serious?” I gasp. “I’ve always wanted to see the 
city from up high.” 


“T thought you might,” he says. 
“But how could you possibly know?” 


“Because Ill always know you,” he growls passionately. 
“And it makes sense. You’ve spent so long lost in this city, 
feeling small in it. Now I think it’s time you felt like the 
goddess you are.” 


I hug against him as the helicopter lands on the roof in 
front of us, the noise so loud I bury my face in his chest ... 
or maybe that’s just an excuse to feel the solid muscles of 
his pectorals smooshing against me. 


Sue me. 


“Are you ready?” he asks as the helicopter begins to power 
down, the chug-chug-chug getting quieter and slower. 


“To fly with you, Colton?” I whisper, looking up at him, 
finally understanding what people mean when they say they 
get lost in someone’s eyes. “I’m more than ready.” 


A twisted part of me expects him to laugh at that 
For the punchline to be revealed. 


Are you joking? he'll laugh. I’m a billionaire and you're a 
know-nothing virgin. What do you think I want with you? 


But he proves yet again that my contorted anxiety is 
misplaced when he smooths a strand of hair behind my ear, 
tickling me, sending vivid pleasant tingles all down my neck 
and across my shoulder like a massage. 


“Me too,” he whispers fiercely. “I’ve been waiting my whole 
life for this moment.” 


He presses his lips against mine again and I gasp, 
everything inside of me crying out in desire, as though the 


primal need in my womb wants me to mount him right here, 
animal-style, mount him and take his seed greedily. 


Memories of his tongue dragging hotly across my 
downstairs lips besiege me, trap me. 


And it feels like perfection to be trapped by such heavenly 
recollections. 


He breaks the kiss, his body vibrating. 


“Fuck, if I don’t stop now, I don’t think I’ll be able to,” he 
growls. “Let me get you on board.” 


He slides his hand down my arm and we interlock fingers, 
and then he leads me toward the waiting helicopter. He 
nods to the pilots and then loops his hands underneath my 
arm and lifts me so easily, part of me wonders if this is a 
dream because surely I’m too freaking big to be handled 
like this. 


I turn to find him climbing in after me, ducking his head 
under the door and then sliding his hands down my body to 
my hips, guiding me into one of the seats. 


And then he pauses a mischievous smirk on his kissable lips, 
a devilish glint in his eyes. 


“What?” I ask, our bodies so close it’s like we’re sinking into 
each other. 


My heartbeat pounds and my thighs tingle and already I 
feel my sex getting wet, my panties sticking to my lips. I 
fear I can smell myself in the air, my sweat, my nervousness, 
but if anything this seems to light up more fiery excitement 
inside Colton. 


“T just realized that I have the perfect seat for you,” he says. 


“Well, what is it—oh.” 


I giggle as he slides into a seat and then pulls me into his 
lap at the same time, his manhood pressing through his 
pants and grinding against my ass cheeks. 


He wraps his arms around me, one forearm laying across 
my breasts and pressing them tantalizingly. 


I shift against him, feeling his engorged length drag across 
one ass cheek and then the other. 


My pussy flames. 

My world soars. 

“Is this safe?” I whisper. 

“Do you trust me?” he replies. 


“Yes,” I say quickly, stunned at the speed of my answer. 
“Which is probably a silly thing for a street girl to do, trusta 
man she’s only known for a little while. But I do, Colton. I 
freaking do. And it feels so...” 


“Right,” he fires passionately. 
“Right,” I agree. 


He chuckles softly and slides his hands over my bare legs, 
squeezing onto my thighs, and then I let out a whimper as a 
metallic rumble moves through the helicopter. 


“Why do I get the feeling that we’re about to take off?” I 
ask. 


“Oh, most likely because we are,” he says. 


He reaches down and loosens the harness as much as it’ll 
go, and then wraps it around us both and straps us in so 
that we’re grinding against each other as everything begins 
to rumble with more and more ferociousness like we’re 
inside the belly of a giant metal beast. 


But nothing’s more beastly than the way Colton possesses 
me with his hands, sliding further and further up my thighs 
before stopping at the hem of my skirt. 


“Can anybody see us back here?” I say voice raised over the 
noise of the ‘copter. 


“No,” Colton growls. “And they can’t hear us, either. 
Otherwise, I wouldn’t tell you how badly I need to feel that 
tight fucking pussy right now.” 


Wetness explodes in me and I feel it tickling my thighs, 
seeping past the armor of my panties. 


“What about dinner?” I gasp. 


“The choice is yours,” he rumbles, and then our 
conversation is cut off when the helicopter separates from 
the building and begins surging into the air. 


I laugh delighted and look out of the viewing window, down 
at the city as it grows smaller and smaller beneath us, lust 
mixing with wonderment as the helicopter’s motions cause 
Colton’s manhood to thrum against my panties, and as the 
city that seemed like a giant warren to me in my girlhood 
shrinks beneath me. 


I feel myself twitching against him, as though some lust- 
made being is taking over my actions, instilling me with the 
confidence I never could’ve dreamed of before the world 
drifted away from us. 


I grind my panties sideways, twisting, finding his length and 
angling so that my lips wrap around him through the fabric 
prisons containing our desires. 


“Jesus, fuck,” Colton growls, hands sneaking under the hem 
of my skirt now. “Are you trying to drive me insane?” 


“No, l'm giving you an answer,” I moan. 


“An answer?” 
“You said the choice is mine,” I whisper. 
“Hmm?” he growls. 


“Well, what if I say we skip dinner and go straight to the 
hotel... and order a feast from room service after?” 


His fingers toy at the edge of my panties, tantalizingly close, 
fingertip brushing my lips and causing fireworks to explode 
through my lower half, bright and blinding, and beautiful. 


I want this. 
I need it. 
And I’m done living in a cage of nervousness. 


“T say I need to enable the intercom that lets me talk to the 
pilot. Because we’re changing fucking course.” 


I’m stunned by the forwardness of my movements, by my 
willingness to grind and tease and just live in the moment. 


But as the helicopter turns and its blades cut through the 
sun-set air, I close my eyes and just let myself feel Colton’s 
body against mine, a thousand humming sensations flying 
higher and smoother than the vehicle that contains us. 


For the first time in my life, I think, This is what freedom 
feels like. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Ka 


I stand at the window of the hotel suite, staring down at the 
city as the sun kisses the world with a final, goodbye red 
and the first hints of moon-blue begin to appear in the 
glittering steel edifices below. 


We’re in Grand Homme, which is apparently French for tall 
man, and if that’s the case then we're in his eyes. 


I can see everything from all the way up here, as if I’m 
floating atop the world, gazing down at the city that once 
trapped me. 


But with Colton at my side, I feel myself rising above it, and 
not just physically. 

I don’t have to live in fear anymore. 

“Getting a good look?” he whispers, moving up behind me 


and wrapping his arms around my hips, his fingers 
interlacing over my belly. 


I shiver and shift against him, and as he lays his face 
against mine I feel that he’s smirking, by the way, his cheek 


shifts. 
“What?” I ask. 


“You were just thinking about me holding you like this, but 
when you're pregnant,” he whispers. 


“You’re a mind reader,” I reply, shock coursing through my 
veins, waging war with the ever-present desire. “It’s kind of 
freaky, I’ve got to be honest.” 


“Well, it’s just that I was thinking the exact same thing,” he 
says, firmly. 


I turn so that I’m facing him, the luxuriously appointed suite 
glittering behind him. A golden bar sits in the corner and 
the chandelier glitters with its inlaid jewels. The room is 
massive, far bigger than my apartment, with three couches 
and two chairs, all of which look like they could’ve been 
transported from a duke’s estate. 


But despite the lavish furnishings, my gaze is dragged 
inexorably to Colton’s face, to the spark in his earth-green 
eyes, to the power in his expression. 


I'll hold you steady, his gaze says. Always. 
“T still can’t believe you want me,” I whisper. 
“Believe it,” he snarls. “Or, rather, don’t.” 
“Don’t?” 

He laughs darkly. 


“I don’t want you, Kat. I need you. I can’t pretend to explain 
it, but ... Listen, when I was in the SEALs, I was a cold 
bastard. Perhaps there was something broken in me that I 
was able to shut down my emotions so easily. I don’t know. 
Whatever it is, it made me well-suited to turning my body 
and my mind into a machine, into getting the job done. I 


went to war and I served well, and then I established my 
business, and at no point, through any of this, did I ever feel 
... well, anything close to what you make me feel. 


“Jesus fucking Christ, Kat, the second you walked into my 
office, it was like forty-two years’ worth of feelings just 
slammed into me. I knew then that you were what I’d been 
waiting for, all these years, the reason for my coldness... so 
that, shit, so that I could aim all my feelings toward you. I 
don’t know if that makes sense. I’m not exactly what you’d 
call a poet.” 


I blink away warm tears. 
“It—it makes sense,” I whisper. 


He leans down and kisses the tears, just like he did when I 
told him about Omar and Rusty. 


“But don’t get all emotional on me now, Kat,” he rumbles, 
sounding primal and freaking powerful. “Because just 
because you make me feel more than I ever have before, it 
doesn’t mean I’m turning into some Victorian gentleman 
who merely wants to dote on you. I need your flesh. I own 
your flesh. And it’s time my seed tasted the tight wetness of 
your soaking wet pussy.” 


With a movement so quick I struggle to believe a man of 
Colton’s giant size could make, he sweeps me off my feet 
and cradles me toward him. I giggle and let my head fall 
against his chest, panting as shock and exhilaration 
stampede through me. 


I don’t know if l'll ever get used to the way he so easily 
carries me, the way the jocks used to carry the 
cheerleaders through the corridors in high school, and then 
there was me, half-looking from the library when I glanced 
up from my book. 


Now Colton carries me through the corridor of a hotel suite 
they could only dream about, past the sconce lights and 
finally to a carved ivory door. 


He opens it with his shoe and the door swings to reveal a 
four poster bed, a door to an ensuite, and an entirely 
separate section dedicated to the floor to ceiling windows, 
comfortable couches from which to overlook the city. 


The sconce lights flicker in the walls, imitating flames, but 
there’s nothing imitation-like in the flames that blaze 
between me and Colton as he carries me to the bed. 


“Fuck, I need to see you,” he growls, dropping me down 
and then leaping over the top of me like me the predator he 
is. 


I gasp and squeal as he slides his hands up my legs, 
grabbing my skirt in bunches and then leaning up so that 
he can pull it over my head. He must sense some insecurity 
in me because he stops and stares intensely into my eyes. 


“You’re beautiful,” he says, a note of somberness in his 
voice. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid my 
goddamn eyes on and you’re mine, Kat. You don’t have to 
be self-conscious. I’m damn near exploding here just 
looking into your eyes. And the memory of how you 
squirmed and writhed for me when I was between your 
legs, it makes me feel like I’m going to fucking erupt. But I 
wouldn’t waste my seed. It belongs inside of you.” 


“Okay,” I whisper. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little nervous.” 


“Tt’s fine,” he says, voice gruff and somehow soft at the 
same time, a just-Colton combination. He leans down and 
lays a surprisingly tender kiss against my forehead. “Just let 
your body do what it needs to do.” 


I let the courage of his words flow through me as I raise my 
arms so that he can tear the dress from me. 


He rears up like a bear, regarding me fiercely, tension 
causing his square dominator’s jaw to go tight as his eyes 
flit over my breasts and then down over my belly to my sex. 


“Fuck,” he snarls. “I need those tits. I need to taste where 
your milk is going to come from.” 


“Hang on a sec,” I murmur, sitting up so that I can reach 
around and unhook my bra. 


But Colton can’t hang on. 


He grabs the front of my bra and tears it free, the clasp 
popping. 


He tosses it to the floor and then pounces predator-like on 
my bare breasts, sucking one nipple while his free hand 
grabs and lightly twists the other. I start twitching 
involuntarily, as though my body is an instrument 
responding to his virtuoso’s hands. 


He grabs my breast and pushes them together, sucking one 
and then the other, a deep growling sounding coming from 
the back of his throat like the reflexive snarling of a wolf. 


“Fuck,” he gasps, rearing up again, this time to grab his 
shirt and begin pulling it off. 


I fire awake, enthused by the sight of his body, the hint of 
his abs as his shirt creeps up. I grab his shirt and help him 
pull it over his head, revealing - inch by tantalizing inch - 
the rock hard surface of his unyielding torso. I stare as 
buzzing horniness dominates my body at the sight of his 
smooth, muscled flesh like he’s carved of marble. 


I glance lower and see that his belt buckle is straining 
against his cock, a solid outline in his pants, pressing 


indomitably. 


“You go first,” he smirks, watching me. “Show me that wet 
pussy, Kat. Play with it while I take my dick out. Go on. 
Now.” 


He stands and starts to slowly unbuckle his belt. 


I stare down at him as I wriggle out of my panties, my 
nerves falling by the wayside as I focus on this moment, the 
here and now obliterating everything else. 


My panties on the floor, I softly stroke myself, my lips, my 
clit, staring as his pants fall down his body and— 


Whoa. 
Jesus freaking Christ. 


His monster cock springs free, eleven inches of pure flesh- 
colored steel, glistening where his precome has smeared up 
and down his length in the prison of his trousers. 


“Faster,” he snarls, stalking closer to the bed again, his 
massive engorged length bobbing up and down, the head 
seeming to pulsate with his withheld release. 


I grind my whole palm against my pussy, smearing my 
wetness, tingling nerves returning as I drink in the sight of 
him, the size of him. 


He’s so big and the thought that I won’t be able to take him 
shatters into me. 


I keep rubbing, quicker, focusing on the grooves of his abs 
and the sweat making his sliver peppered hair an even 
deeper shade of silver, my experienced SEAL billionaire 
alpha, all mine, and no-one else’s. 


Forever. 


“Get yourself wet and ready for my seed,” he snarls, falling 
with a hunter’s grace onto the end of the bed, leaning over 
me, his bobbing cock stroking my hand as I keep rubbing 
myself. 


And then, on a sudden surge of confidence whim, I grab the 
base of his throbbing length and begin to stroke. I smooth 
his precome from the base of him to the tip, stunned by the 
absolute hardness of him, the way there’s no give to his 
cock at all. 


He feels absolutely freaking solid. 


“Fuck,” he snarls. “Your hand ... God... it feels so perfect. 
But not as perfect as your heat.” 


I gasp as he reaches down and guides his head to my 
opening, arching his back slightly as he angles inside of me, 
the massive tip of him parting my lips and then pushing ina 
little at a time. 


I bite down on my lip as we stare into each other’s eyes, and 
I get the sense that he’s watching to see how I’m taking 
him, all of his massive eleven-inch freaking cock. 


A whisper of discomfort sounds inside of me. 


But then he’s buried balls deep and he just holds himself 
there, and he whispers, with gruff softness, “Relax, Kat. Just 
relax. Our bodies know what to do. My seed, your womb— 
they want this, need this.” 


I do as he says, take a deep breath... 


And then an elixir of desire-infused calmness moves 
through me, starting at the end of his cock and then 
whispering to my womb, and then spreading tingling hands 
and drifting through me. 


I let out a shivering cry and feel my eyes widen with the 
shock of the pleasure. 


“Oh my God,” I whimper, feeling the silky smooth sheets 
against my ass and back as I gaze up into his face, as 
twisted with lust as mine must be. “This is—oh—Don’t stop, 
Colton...” 


He slides out slowly, making me feel every inch of him, and 
then leans down and I wrap my arms around him. 


I feel something pass between us, some silent 
acknowledgment that this is it, this is the moment where we 
give into our bodies’ primal instincts and let all other 
concerns melt away like vapor in hot air. 


He starts to pump his hips faster, his giant cock slamming in 
and out of me, the girth of him pressing against the walls of 
my pussy as steamy wetness slides between us. 


I feel my legs beginning to quiver as I dig my fingernails 
into the taut muscles of his back, squeezing so tightly that I 
expect to pierce his flesh, but instead they begin to bend 
against his hard-muscled body. 


He rears up and stares down at me, eyes fixated on my 
bouncing breasts as he drives into me again and again, 
getting harder and more frenetic with each fleshy contact. 


I let my lustful instincts drive me and grab my breasts, 
pushing them together for him, praying he likes it... 


And then knowing he likes it when I see the fire swim into 
his gaze, his smirk turning savage and wolfish, I realize he’s 
gritting his teeth as he gets closer and closer to his 
explosion. 


I tilt my hips, pump them, feeling anxiety flying away from 
me as my clit crushes against his pubic bone and his 


powerful cock angles even deeper inside of me, hitting 
somewhere secret and just-his, hitting my womb, it feels 
like, awakening things I never even knew were there to be 
awakened. 


Whispering, it comes, at the edge of it all, an orgiastic hint 
that turns feral and then all-consuming, blazing through 
me, building up so massively it quickly becomes deafening. 


“Oh, oh,” I whimper. 


But my voice is hollow and all that comes out is a strangled 
twisted sigh of near-release. 


“Do it,” Colton demands, his voice just as choked as mine. 
“Cream for me, Kat. Now. Fucking cream.” 


As if his words are a magical spell, my body responds by 
flooding my sex with more sizzling sensations than I can 
even believe, a fury of tingling and fireworks exploding in 
my core. 


He growls and pushes through the tightness of my 
pulsating pussy, growling like a prehistoric man finally 
taking his mate. 


Dirtily, vitally, he takes me, and I sit down on his cock and 
feel myself emptying down his length, my squirting come 
making a river of ecstasy as I drench him over and over and 
over again. 


I stare through pleasure-bleary eyes as his face makes the 
same contortions that mine must be making, the absolute 
give-over to pleasure, everything inside of us melting and 
reforming into white-hot glory. 


We hover in that euphoric place for a long time—together. 


We rock together, moaning and sighing, and then he leans 
down, brushing his lips against mine, as his seed shoots like 


fire inside of me. 


I feel my womb give a whimper as his seed finds me, and I 
realize he was right. 


My body’s been waiting for this. 
I’ve been waiting for this. 


I kiss him back, firmer, harder, leading the kiss. I move my 
tongue around his and dig my fingers into the flesh of his 
back now, grasping on for purchase as our bodies gyrate in 
the last starving moments of our release. 


He collapses atop me and I hug him, squeezing tightly, some 
dark part of me still wondering if this is the moment he 
reveals that this is all a twisted joke. 


But then he rolls aside and cradles me close to him, kissing 
my sweaty forehead and letting out a contended sigh. 


“That was...” 
“Perfect,” I finish for him. 
He smirks down at me and I feel myself beaming brightly. 


“You took the words right out of my mouth,” he says. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


( olton 


After the sex and the meal on the balcony - our closeness 
unifying with explosive fusion - we lay in bed together and I 
drift into the deepest sleep I can remember enjoying. 


This is no on-the-edge sleep, ready to spring into action. 
This is the slumber of a man who knows that the most 
important thing in his world is in his arms, and now he can 
finally rest. 


Perhaps that’s why I wake groggily when I hear her voice 
raised beside me. 


Instinct propels me to full wakefulness when I hear the 
terror in her voice. 


“What do you mean, you’ve got Rusty?” she screams. 


I look across the bed at her, sitting in a silk bathrobe with 
her knees to her chest, the sheets crumpled all around her. 
Natural beauty paints her every shade in the half-light of 
the shadowed night, and her messy hair dances around her 
as she shakes her head. 


“You're a freaking liar, Omar,” she snaps. 
Omar. 


“Put it on speaker, Kat,” I say, a commanding note in my 
voice. 


She glances at me for a moment, lips trembling, tears 
glittering in her eyes. 


This motherfucker interrupted the most important night of 
our life. 


He has to pay. 


Kat presses a few buttons on her phone and lays it on the 
bed between us. Then she reaches across, gripping my 
hand for support. I can feel the terror now, just as I heard it 
when I first woke, and I squeeze her hand as solidly and 
supportively as I can, telling her by touch alone that 
everything’s going to be okay. 


“Yeah, fine, put me on speaker,” the man cackles, sounding 
coked-up and deranged. “Are you there, big boss man? Are 
you ready to talk to poor Omar?” 


“Poor Omar,” I repeat. “Poor Omar who tried to do 
disgusting things to a fucking child.” 


“Ooh, look at him, he’s a tough guy now just because he 
survived my Taser.” 


“So it was you.” 


“You bet your ass it was,” the man whines. “And I would’ve 
shot you dead right there, no matter how much ransom 
you'd pull, if that gun had any damn ammo in it. You hear 
that, Colton, my man? You’re only alive because Omar here 
made an honest mistake.” 


A rookie fucking mistake. Idiot. 


“You burnt down my gyms because you wanted to get to 
Kat,” I mutter. 


“Bingo,” Omar laughs. 


“After all these years,” Kat hisses. “Why can’t you just leave 
me alone? And don’t expect me to believe your twisted lies 
about Rusty.” 


“Oh, Kat,” Omar sighs. “I’ve had Rusty this whole time.” 
“You're a liar,” she cries. 


“It was a mess, that night. I get your location from one of 
my street contacts, and I rock up to the halfway house, and 
do you know what, they wouldn’t let old Omar in? So I had 
to improvise, didn’t I? I got a dog toy and I got it squeaking 
and, well, your stupid dog came running. He’s become quite 
a faithful hound, actually. I think you’ll find he’s completely 
forgotten you.” 


“Proof, Omar,” I snarl, hating the tears that whelm in my 
princess’s eyes and illume the dark with their reflections. 
“Or you can shut your fucking mouth.” 


He sighs in a world-weary way, as though he’s above such 
paltry things as supplying proof. 


“Okay, Mr. Billionaire, but only because you asked so nicely. 
Give me a second. Here, Rusty, there’s a good boy. Pose for 
Daddy.” 


“You sick fuck,” Kat whispers, grinding her teeth, digging 
her fingernails into my palm in her rage. 


A moment later, the phone screen blinks and Kat swipes at 
it with her free hand. 


Her gasp tells me everything I need to know, sending 
urgent protective instincts through me, the sight of the 


heartache capturing her bringing me back into war-mode, 
to the Colton I was before she strutted into my life and 
shattered the paradigm. 


Jesus, was that really just a couple of days ago? So much 
has changed since then. But when you know, you fucking 
know. 


The dog’s snowy hair is matted and brown, overgrown, and 
there’s a sadness in his eyes that stabs me in the gut and 
makes me think of Scrappy. 


“That’s him,” Kat whispers, looking at me, tears glistening 
in her eyes. “That’s Rusty.” 


“Of course it is,” Omar cackles madly. “I was going to use 
him to lure you out sooner, my pretty little Kat, but you did 
a good job of hiding yourself. Not so when you swaggered 
into the offices of a certain CEO. You see, Omar has eyes 
everywhere. And it’s all turned out for the best, anyway.” 


“What do you want?” I growl. “Money? Is that it?” 


“Well, we’ll get to that,” Omar says. “But firstly I’d like you 
and the lovely lady to come and meet me—alone, unarmed. 
I don’t need to tell you what happens to stupid little Rusty 
here if you bring company or a weapon, do I? IIll send you 
the address. Bye-bye... see you soon.” 


He hangs up and I fold Kat into my arms, squeezing her 
with every shielding instinct I have as she sobs into my 
chest. 


The phone blinks again with a text. 
The address. 


She picks it up as I smooth her tears away, and then she 
folds her hand over mine and holds the phone in her other. 


She laughs bitterly. 
“Where is it?” I ask. 


“The orphanage,” she whispers dully. “Where else would it 
be? It’s been abandoned for years. But I guess tonight it 
isn’t.” 


“Kat,” I growl, holding her hand tightly. “I know you care 
about Rusty more than anything, but you need to let me go 
alone—” 


“Colton,” she interjects. She leans forward so that our 
gazes sink into each other. 


Her eyes sparkle with maternal conviction, and instinct fires 
in me as I realize what an incredible mother she’s going to 
make, protective and fierce, never backing down. 


“If you go alone, he might hurt Rusty. I can’t take that risk. I 
know some people say dogs are just animals, just pets. But 
he was never that to me. I have to go. Please don’t fight me 
on this. If you care about me, you’ll understand.” 


I sigh heavily. 


“I do understand,” I whisper. “That’s what scares me so 
damn much. Because if something happened to you, I’d 
never be able to forgive myself.” 


The orphanage sits in the middle of a rundown parking lot, 
the sign faded with time and wind, the lot empty apart from 
a scurrying rat and dust blowing across the moonlit asphalt. 


Kat walks slightly behind me, as I instructed her, keeping 
my body between her and the building at all times. 


But even with this precaution, a strong urge rises inside of 
me to grab her and carry her away, despite her wishes, 
despite knowing it might mean the death of her beloved 
pet, her beloved friend. 


And yet I know I won’t do that, can’t do that, because part 
of her belonging to me is knowing that her wishes matter 
just as much as mine. We’re partners, and I belong to her as 
much as she does to me. 


We'll face this. 
Together. 


I approach the front door, hanging off one hinge, my hand 
instinctively going for my gun before I remember that it 
isn’t there. 


“Omar Lank,” I growl into the darkness. 


“In here, Mr. Big Man,” Omar giggles, sounding like a 
deranged court jester who’s mistaken himself for a prince. 
“And let me remind you, if you step foot in here with a 
weapon, it’s bye-bye to Mr. Rust.” 


I feel Kat seize up behind me, her whole body turning tense 
and terror-filled. 


When Rusty makes a soft yapping noise, Kat tries to dart 
forward, instinct driving her to move as much as mine 
cause me to block her. 


“Pm handling this,” I whisper fiercely, gripping her 
shoulders in my hands. 


I stare at her, her dark hair tied up and her shoulders 
straight and ready to face anything. 


Pride whelms inside of me, for this woman, this queen 
who'll always do whatever it takes to protect her brood. 


“I know,” she whispers. “But what if it all goes wrong?” 


“Then you do what we discussed,” I growl. “You get Rusty 
and get the fuck out of here.” 


“And leave you behind,” she mutters hollowly, sounding as if 
she’d rather die than do that. 


I love you. 
But there’ll be plenty of time to tell her that later. 
I turn and push the door open, feeling it swing on its hinge. 


Kat stays behind me and I reach back, softly guiding her, a 
physical reminder that I’m her human shield. 


We emerge into what was once the lobby area of the 
orphanage, Kat gasping as she looks around at the 
ruination. Then our gazes move to the only source of light in 
the room, a shaft of moonlight penetrating the ragged roof 
and a lamp flickering dully. 


Omar Lank stands with a pistol in his hand, holding it limp- 
wristed, casually pointed at Rusty who is secured with a 
rope around his neck tied to a rusty hook sticking out 
inexplicably from the floor. 


All around Omar, his men watch, hired goons—muscled, 
steroid-infused-looking men, some of them smoking, others 
holding batons and baseball bats, one holding a gun like 
Omar does. 


Rusty leaps when he sees Kat and starts straining at the 
rope, filling the room with his high-pitched whining, 
desperate to be free of his bindings and leap into his 
rightful owner’s hands. 


“Tt’s okay, boy,” Kat says from behind me. “Calm, Rusty. 
Calm.” 


The bedraggled dog tilts his head and frantically sniffs the 
area, as if to assure himself that she’s really here, that she’s 
returned to save him. 


Omar is about six foot with floppy black hair resting across 
his face. He wears a black hoodie and black pants, grinning 
in the half-light. Pride beams from his every shit-eating 
gesture as he moves the gun from one hand to the other. 


“What did you think was going to happen when you came 
here, eh?” he beams. 


“T thought I was going to make you an offer,” I say. 


“An offer?” Omar laughs frantically. “What sort of an offer? 
I’ve got a ransom in you and a lover in the slut hiding 
behind you. What else do I need? No amount of promised 
money can change that, Colton Crew. A bird in the hand and 
all that.” 


“It’s a good thing I’m not going to offer you money, then,” I 
snarl, the war-drums pounding in my ears, getting me 
ready, amped for battle. 


Now-now-now, like the oars of a Viking ship battering the 
stormy waves. 


This man and his goons have no idea who they’re dealing 
with. 


I start inching subtly forward, priming every muscle in my 
body. 


“What are you offering me, then?” he laughs. 


“Leave now. Take your men and get the fuck out of here and 
I’ll consider not breaking your arms.” 


“Ha,” he cackles. “Now that I’d like to—” 


I spring at him and make throwing my arms out, just in case 
he manages to get a shot off before I can get my hands on 
him. 


Even if he’s schooled in the ways of the streets, he’s weak 
and slow and he reacts like a fucking glacier. 


I crash into him and grab his wrist, snapping it violently, 
hearing an audible crack as Rusty starts to yap and bark, 
straining to get back to Kat—not at all interested in this 
piece of shit who called himself his owner. 


I grab Omar and swing him around, throwing him like a 
ragdoll into the goon with the gun. 


The man yells and falls backward and then I surge forward, 
fully in berserker mode now, the blood rushing loudly in my 
ears as my entire existence hones down to the fight. 


I grab the gun and yank it from his grip, and then backhand 
him across the mouth, hearing the crack of his dislocated 
jaw. 


Then they mob me. 

All of them— leap on me. 

I should be beaten. 

There are at least eight of them and I should be beaten. 


But I remember the baking sun and the snapping bullets 
and the message that was drilled into us every second of 
every minute of everything unforgiving hour, that we drilled 
into each other, into ourselves. 


Fight. 
Never stop fighting. 


It’s time to get some. 


I spin and move into something like a dance, a wild frenzy 
of fists and knees and well-placed kicks. 


One kick takes a man clean off his feet and sends him 
clattering to the floor. 


An elbow crushes a nose and even as they batter me with 
their clubs and sticks, I don’t feel a damn thing. 


I spin around the room, kicking the guns into the darkness, 
and then jump on a man and wrench him sideways as he 
goes to leap for his gun. 


His legs fly into the air and he accidentally kicks his friend 
in the jaw. 


I spin my whole body into an elbow strike, smashing the 
cheek of one man, and then I follow through and clatter into 
the skull of another. 


I don’t think. 
I just act. 


And then, when I spot my chance, I leap into the darkness 
where I kicked the guns and I pick them both up smoothly, 
firing two shots into the air. 


“Everybody in the fucking corner, now,” I snarl. “Or this is 
about to get even more ugly.” 


I suck in air slowly, controlled breaths, whereas these 
mongrels are panting and whining and struggling to drag 
themselves into the designated corner, which I point out 
with the barrels of the guns. 


And even calling them mongrels is unfair. 


Mongrels are a step above these monsters. 


Soon all of them are crowded into the corner, Omar nursing 
his broken arm, several other men cradling their injuries. 


None of them will meet my gaze and I can’t blame them. 
They thought they were the big bad wolves. 


Before they met someone who actually knows what the fuck 
he’s doing. 


“Kat,” I say, guns aimed, never taking my eyes off the 
gathered men for a second just in case they try anything. 
“Call Jason, like we discussed. Give him our address. Tell 
him we’ll need the police, too.” 


“Yeah, right, okay.” 


A pause, and I know she’s hugging Rusty, her Rusty, even if 
I can’t turn to see. 


“Good boy. Just give Mommy a second to arrange to put 
these bad men in jail. Then I’m all yours.” 


I hear the lick-lick-lick of Rusty’s frantic reunion and 
warmth blooms in my chest. 


Mommy. 
I like the sound of that. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Ka 


I sit beside the pool as the sun shafts down, a glorious day 
filled with the sounds of insects and effusive happiness that 
whelms welcomingly over everything, especially my heart 
as I lean back, letting both Rusty and Scrappy climb atop 
me and start licking at my face. 


“Easy, boys,” I giggle, and hear Colton’s parents laughing 
from just behind me. 


Its been about a week since the craziness at the 
orphanage, and when I reflect on it, the phrase best week 
of my life can’t help but blossom like an eager rose in my 
mind. 


Rusty looks prim and proper after his grooming, but most 
importantly his eyes are starting to glint with the same 
enthusiasm that was once his trademark. 


Whatever he suffered with Omar, we won’t let that define 
him. 


Just like me. 


We’re moving onto brighter, better things. 
To sweeter days. 
I sit up, giggling and playfully waving them away. 


Rusty and Scrappy have already become fast friends, Rusty 
even helping with the training sessions by setting a 
disciplined example. 


But this afternoon isn’t about training. It’s about relaxing 
and basking in the light airiness of just how wonderful 
things are becoming. 


I’ve spent every night this week with Colton. 


We consume each other with the passion of victory, with the 
security that this is where we belong, where we’ll always 
belong. 


Omar is in jail. His goons are in jail. 


Now it’s just us and this closeness that grows ever more 
confident with each kiss, with each touch, with each searing 
contact of our hungry, greedy bodies. 


I look over at Henrietta and Sebastian, a sophisticated- 
looking couple in their late sixties. 


Sebastian is tall and wide just like his son, with a shaved 
head and a perpetual smile, and Henrietta is the sort of 
woman I admire, looking dignified but not upright or 
standoffish. She wears a swimsuit and big red heart 
sunglasses, not at all shattering her dignified air. 


“Are you Okay, dear?” Henrietta says, with an easy smile. 
“You looked like you were utterly under attack then.” 


“T think I’ve just about recovered,” I giggle, as Scrappy and 
Rusty duck and dive at the same time. 


Splash. 


They leap into the pool and begin to frolic together, a sight 
that causes more sunny contentment to move like balm 
through me. 


When Henrietta and Sebastian returned from their trip, 
worry spiked in me, worry that they wouldn’t accept me, 
that they wouldn’t like me. 


And I’d forgive them. 


Colton and I met a week and three days ago and yet - and 
yet- it feels like a hundred times that, a thousand. 


It feels as if our destinies were carved out of atoms at the 
start of the universe and now we’re finally slotting into our 
rightful places, and even if that sounds crazy, I’m tired of 
calling myself crazy or unworthy or anything else. 


I’m ready to live, finally, fully. I’m ready to freaking live. 


But I needn’t have worried, anyway, because Henrietta and 
Sebastian welcomed me warmly. 


I think Henrietta is already counting down the days until I 
give her a grandchild. 


And I can’t wait to, either... 
I hope, I pray. 


“Are you looking forward to later?” Sebastian asks me, with 
a Colton-style smirk on his lips, seeming that suggest they 
know something I don’t. 


Later—Colton asked me to meet him in the city after work, 
said he had a surprise for me. 


What sort of surprise? 


“Why do I feel like you’re all plotting something behind my 
back?” I laugh. 


Henrietta grins and Sebastian smiles widely, but neither of 
them will say another word. 


I turn to watch Scrappy and Rusty, belly fluttering with 
butterflies. 


“Where are you taking me?” I ask, heart thumping as I 
stare into the blankness of the blindfold. 


His powerful hands move reassuringly over my shoulders, 
sending silent shivering messages all over my body. 


I feel my womb shimmer just as brightly as my heart, our 
lust and closeness melding together to make something 
unique and beautiful and just-ours. 


Then we stop and I sense we're inside, the air warmer, the 
street quieter than it was before. 


He wraps his arm around me and hugs me close to his 
irrepressibly hard torso, his pecs pressing firmly against my 
back, his abs a solid mass of muscle against me. 


With his free hand, he reaches up and removes the 
blindfold. 


I look around in confusion. 


We’re standing in an empty lobby area, bright and friendly- 
looking, plants in the corner, but empty as far as furniture 
and meaning go. 


And then I look closer and see that there are little doggies 
on the wallpaper, and behind the desk there’s a sign, but 


the sign is bare except for the doggie decorations fringing 
it, as if it’s awaiting a name. 


“Something about this place looks familiar,” I whisper, tears 
of joy beading in my eyes. 


Tears have come to me far too easily lately. 


When I lived on the street, I did my best to beat down my 
emotions. 


And now it’s like I can finally let it all go, because I’m safe, 
I’m his. 


“Tt should,” he says, his warm breath moving over me as he 
brings his face close to my ear. “It’s the orphanage. I 
bought the building and had it remodeled. And I thought 
you’d want it. You can start a dog shelter here. If you don’t 
want to, I'll donate it, but—” 


“Don’t want to?” I cry, swiveling in his embrace so that 
we’re facing each other. 


I gaze up into his possessive eyes, his square jaw covered in 
a light sprinkle of salt from where he’s let his facial hair 
grow out a little bit. He exudes power in his iron suit as he 
gazes back down at me, a smile on his lips, not a smirk, a 
smile. 


“You’ve taken hell and turned it into heaven,” I whisper. 
“And I’ve always wanted to run a shelter, where I could 
train the dogs at the same time. And maybe Colton another 
woman would tell you no, I want to work up to this on my 
own. But I’ve lived on the streets far too long for that sort of 
pride. So all I’ll say is thank you. Thank you so much! For 
everything.” 


Colton steps back, a knot of indecision tightening his 
expression. 


“What is it?” I ask. 


“Tt’s just I was going to take you to dinner, but I don’t think 
I can wait. This moment feels too perfect.” 


“You can’t wait for dinner? What, are you going to eat me?” 


He grins savagely. “Now there’s a idea. But no. What I can’t 
wait to tell you is that I love you, Kat. I love you more than 
life itself. I loved you from the second you walked into my 
office and Ill love you every day for the rest of our lives. I 
love you, I fucking Jove you.” 


I gasp and bring my hands to my mouth as he slides fluidly 
to one knee, moving with a SEALs easy confidence, but his 
hand trembles slightly - with emotion - as he reaches into 
his suit jacket pocket and comes out with a ring box. 


“Katherine Jenkins,” he rumbles. “Will you make me - and 
Scrappy - the happiest man in the world and marry me?” 


I giggle. 
And Scrappy. 
He’s using my love of dogs against me and I love him for it. 


I stare at the ring, an elegant diamond set within a silver 
band, the same as the color peppered through his hair. 


“T love you, Colton,” I sob, the tears streaming now. “I love 
you more than I can even believe. You brought my Rusty 
back to me and Ill be forever grateful to you. I love you and 
I can’t wait to be the mother of your children.” 


“Ts that a yes?” 
“Of course it’s a yes!” I cry. 


He grins widely and slides the ring onto my finger, and then 
leaps to his feet and takes me in his hard muscled arms. I 


sink against him, savoring how solid and perfect he feels 
against me, how right. 


He’s mine. 
I’m his. 


Forever. 


EPILOGUE 


ONE WEEK LATER 


( olton 


I feel like a new man as I walk through the front door of our 
- our - city apartment, which I’ll never just think of as my 
penthouse again. 


Ever since I asked Kat to move in with me, standing there in 
her ready-to-be-personalized rescue center, the notion that 
we were a we has settled into me with an assurance that 
will last a life time. 


All my life, I’ve been waiting. 
And now the wait is finally over. 


The place smells different now that Kat’s moved in, her 
scent and Rusty’s mark everything gorgeously, the scented 
candles she likes to burn, the little touches that make Kat 
who she is. Dog magazines litter the living room table and 
this evening, as I round the corner to the kitchen, I find that 
the counters are a battlefield of pots and pans, something 
baking in the oven. 


I turn to find Rusty pawing at my leg happily, the little Jack 
Russel slash Chihuahua letting his tongue loll out as he 
scrapes at my suit trouser leg. Scrappy is back at my 
parents’, but Kat’s still training the Basset Hound. 


And doing a damn fine job. 


“Hey, little man,” I smile, reaching down to ruffle him 
behind the ears. “Is Mommy home?” 


He tilts his head at me, ears alert. 
“TIl take that as a yes,” I grin. 


I glance inside the oven, my nose wrinkling when I realize 
that something’s burning. I turn off the oven and take out 
the halfcharcoaled homemade dog treats, a prickle of 
anxiety moving down my spine. 


Kat’s been making these all week and hasn’t burnt them 
once... 


Well, once, but not since that first time. 
Something’s wrong. Or at least different. 


I look down at Rusty, an almost conspiratorial smile on his 
face. 


“What’s going on?” I ask. 


He’d be going crazy if something happened to Kat, and 
anyway I checked with the security on my way in and 
nothing’s amiss. 


I walk through the apartment, tossing my suit jacket on the 
hook in the hallway and then moving into the bedroom. 


Kat sits on the edge of the bed, wearing nothing but her 
bathrobe, open at the middle to show me a tempting sliver 
of her chest. Her legs poke out, bare and delicious-looking, 


and suddenly the urge to take her right here, like the 
fucking beast I am, consumes me. 


I don’t think that’ll ever go away, not as long as she’s still 
Kat, my woman, mine. 


She looks at me, hair wet from the shower, eyes wide and 
focusing on me only after a moment. 


“Kat,” I say, moving closer to her. “What is it? What’s 
wrong?” 


“Wrong?” she mutters, eyes flitting to Rusty as he walks in 
behind me and looks up at us both. Then her eyes crease 
and a sunny smile lights up her face. “No, nothing’s wrong. 
I’m sorry. I’m just shocked. I’ve got no idea how long I’ve 
been sitting here.” 


“Shocked about what?” I ask, though already my voice has 
changed, gotten deeper, more significant. 


I feel my heart in my chest pounding, hammering, let me 
out, let this joy out. 


“Kat...” 


“Yes,” she says, reading my look, rising to her feet and 
moving over to me. “Yes, Colton. Are you happy?” 


“You’re pregnant.” 


She nods and suddenly I let out a howling roar of victory, 
jumping around the room like a crazy man, acting nothing 
at all like the stoic CEO I was earlier today in a meeting 
with some reality TV stars. 


My course takes me back to Kat, smiling widely at me, 
Rusty leaping around on his hind legs, his tail going as 
crazy as my pumping fist. 


“Yes, yes, yes,” I yell, and then sweep Kat into my arms and 
kiss her firmly, deeply, take as much of her as she'll give me 
—which is a lot, which will always be a lot. 


She sinks close to me and I guide my hands down her back, 
smoothing down over the silk robe and feeling the needy 
heat of her flesh beneath. 


“Colton,” she says, shivering. “Rusty...” 


“Then you better take the littl man to bed,” I grin. 
“Because don’t think being pregnant makes me want you 
any less. Go on.” 


I spank her lightly on the ass and she giggles, turning her 
beaming face to Rusty. 


“Are you hungry, boy?” she says. “Dinner and beddie-byes? I 
promise Mommy’ll come and see you after.” 


“It might take a while,” I grin, kneeling down and giving 
Rusty an all-body massage that makes him almost purr with 
contentment. “But then we’ll spend the whole evening 
together. As a family.” 


As soon there’ll be one more person. 


I close my eyes, feeling like—no, knowing that I’m the 
luckiest man alive. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


ONE YEAR LATER 


Ka 


I walk out into the wide open pen where the rescue dogs 
are playing ... well, some of them are. 


Some are too nervous and have marked out little areas that 
are just their own, but in time - I hope - they’ll come out of 
their shells and learn to love and be loved. 


Like I did. 


I beam proudly when I see that Scrappy and Rusty are 
walking at my heels, well-behaved and yet still with that 
glint in their eyes, both of them ready to tumble and wrestle 
and be happy at a moment’s notice. 


“How’s it going?” I ask Angelica, the teenager who came to 
me asking for a job a few months ago, when my beloved 
Markus - named after my dad - was still in my belly. 


She was a street kid, like me, and when she looks at me 
with her red hair and her fiery eyes, I could see that knife- 
like suspicion that will take more time to go away. 


Or maybe she needs to find the man of her dreams, like I 
did. 


She smiles, though, looking up from petting Maximus, the 
name she’s bestowed on one particularly proud and stoic 
Pitbull Terrier. 


“He’s a big softie,” she says. “I can’t believe somebody 
would abandon him.” 


“Some people don’t deserve dogs,” I say, with a wan smile. 
“But you’re doing an amazing job. I’m proud of you.” 


She beams and I feel my chest swell with pride, so glad that 
I’m able to be here, the scents of the dogs rising around 
me, their happy yapping filling my ears and my soul. 


Then I turn and see that Colton is standing at the door with 
Markus cradled in his arms, beyond the sound-proofed 
glass so that the dogs’ ever-present barking and playing 
and yapping doesn’t affect our son’s hearing. 


Colton’s wearing a steel colored suit, as usual, but his beard 
seems even wilder than the last time I saw him ... which 
seems crazy, considering it was only this morning. 


But every time I see my husband it’s like the first time, my 
body responding with a thousand sizzles and shakes. 


And he says the same about me, even after the pregnancy, 
the extra curves and the extra weight and the extra body 
odor. 


“You could weigh a thousand pounds and smell like a trash 
heap,” he whispered to me last night, his fingers trailing 
through my scalp as we lay sex-contended in bed together, 
“and I’d still want you. I’d still love you. You’re perfect. I 
love you.” 


I lift my hand and wave, and then gesture that I’m going to 
be five more minutes. He nods with a smile and a gleam in 
his eyes that’s like a magnet to me. 


Then he leans down and kisses Markus on top of the head, a 
subtle, everyday gesture, but something about it today hits 
me deep and I feel a tear clinging to my eyelashes. 


I close my eyes and thank God, or fate, or whatever force 
sent me into the office that day. 


Falling in love with Colton was the best thing I ever did. 
And we get to bask in that love every day. 


Forever. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


TEN YEARS LATER 


( olton 


I sit in the garden nursing a well-earned beer, Markus 
sitting next to me with a paperback in his hand, his 
eyebrows knit in concentration as he eagerly turns a page. 


I smile and watch him, content to let summer drift around 
us, Jessica and Kimberly, our twin seven year olds, splashing 
around in the pool with Scrappy swimming eagerly after 
them, his tongue hanging out and his tail poking straight up 
in his delight. Mom and Dad are on another trip - well- 
earned, just like my beer - and so we get the not-so-little 
guy for a while. 


I feel a pang when I think about Rusty, but he had a good, 
long life, and filled us all with delight and warmth and joy 
every day he was with us. 


I take a sip of my beer - always keeping one eye on the pool 
- and then see Zack sneaking up beside me, his toy club in 
his hand, dressed in his caveman outfit. 


I grin and then wipe my face clean, pretending I can’t see 
him as he navigates through the pool chairs and around Kat 


at the barbecue. 
Not looking at Kat, though, is a damn challenge. 


My wife has spent the day with one of her celebrity clients - 
and then an afternoon shift at the dog shelter - but even so 
she looks fresh and vivacious and so curvy I have to 
physically restrain myself from gliding up behind her and 
pressing my body against hers. 


The births of four children has only made her more 
gorgeous, and this sunny evening she wears a flower- 
printed dress made of fabric so light it rests against her like 
mist, outlining her every perfection. 


She looks over at me, sees Zack, and we share a smile. 
A small moment. 

But it’s perfect. 

Our whole lives are perfect, so that’s not saying much. 
I guess some men just win the lottery. 

I hit the goddamn jackpot with Kat. 


I tug my eyes back to the pool, where the girls have 
managed to climb atop the float and are giggling as they 
attempt to balance on it, but then Scrappy clambers on and 
it shifts to the side, causing all three of them to fall, Scrappy 
yapping out his laughter for the whole world to hear. 


“Ahhh,” Zak cries, leaping out and clubbing me on the arm 
with the plastic weapon. 


“You evil caveman,” I laugh, turning to him and placing my 
beer on the table. “Now you’re really going to pay.” 


“Daddy, you’re supposed to fall down,” our four year old 
cries. “Mommy, tell him.” 


“Ts that right?” I grin. 


He nods seriously, his mop of brown hair bobbing up and 
down. 


“Okay, then,” I say, creeping forward. “Then I guess we'll 
both fall down.” 


He squeals in laughter as I pick him up, take a running-up 
step, and then launch us both into the pool. 


We both break the surface of the water, laughing and filled 
with sun and brightness, as Kat and Markus exchange a 
they-are-crazy look and Scrappy swims over to give us a 
good lick and the girls take this as their chance to finally 
clamber atop their inflatable. 


Life. 

Perfect, glittering, glorious life. 
And it’s ours, all ours. 

I love my family. 


I love my Kat, so much. 
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